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Abstract	

 

This thesis investigates who constitute salient stakeholders of the interoceanic canal in 

Nicaragua, and what role(s) the Nicaraguan government plays in relation to the canal and 

these stakeholders. It was found that the Canal Commission and Hong Kong Nicaragua 

Development Group [HKND] constitute definitive stakeholders; however, other stakeholders 

may become definitive stakeholders pending the outcome of a hearing before the Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights [IACHR] as well as the outcome of the canal. In 

this way, the thesis reflects on the difficulties of assessing the salience attributes of power and 

legitimacy.  

 

Moreover, the government was found to assume three distinct roles vis-à-vis the canal; 

namely, those of regular stakeholder, interfering government, and advocate government. The 

government employs these roles to actively amplify and reduce salience of identified 

stakeholders of the canal. Governments may amplify and/or reduce stakeholders’ salience 

directly or indirectly. Amplification efforts have primarily been centered around HKND, 

while reduction has been centered around those advocating those advocating for the 

environment or against the expropriations. 

 

In this way, this thesis adds to concurrent research on the canal project in Nicaragua. 

Specifically, the thesis contributes with an understanding of the interactions between social 

actors and their position vis-à-vis the canal, thereby constituting a stepping stone of future 

research into the canal. Additionally, this thesis also contributes to stakeholder theory. 

Specifically, this thesis explores the role of government in stakeholder theory, and argues for 

the integration of the stakeholder salience model and the extended stakeholder theory. Thus, 

this thesis has contributed to stakeholder theory by addressing the identified gap in the 

literature: the role of the government. 

 

 

 

Keywords: Nicaragua, Interoceanic Canal, stakeholders, stakeholder salience model, 
extended stakeholder theory, government 
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Abbreviations	

Abbreviation	 English	 Spanish	

Advisory	
Committee	

Technical	Advisory	Committee	to	the	

Commission		
Comité	Técnico	Asesor	de	la	Comisión		

CENIDH	 Nicaraguan	Center	for	Human	Rights		
Centro	Nicaragüense	de	Derechos	

Humanos		

CNC	 National	Chamber	of	Construction		 Cámara	Nacional	de	la	Construcción	

Consejo	 National	Council	on	the	Defense	of	

Land,	Lake	and	Sovereignty		

Consejo	Nacional	en	la	Defensa	de	

Tierra,	el	Lago	&	la	Soberanía		

COSEP	 Council	of	Private	Enterprises		
Consejo	Superior	de	la	Empresa	

Privada		

CPI	 Corruption	Perception	Index	
	

EIAS	 Environmental	and	Social	Impact	

Study	
Estudio	de	Impacto	Ambiental	y	Social		

FSLN	 Sandinista	National	Liberation	Front		
Frente	Sandinista	de	Liberación	

Nacional		

HKND	 Hong	Kong	Nicaragua	Development	

Group		 	

IACHR	 Inter-American	Commission	on	

Human	Rights		 	

MARENA	 Ministry	of	Environment	and	Natural	

Resources		

Ministerio	del	Ambiente	y	los	Recursos	

Naturales	

MRS	 Sandinista	Renovation	Movement		 Movimiento	Renovador	Sandinista		

MCA	

Agreement	on	Framework	for	

Concession	and	Implementation	

regarding	the	Nicaragua	Canal	and	

Projects	of	Development		

Acuerdo	Marco	de	Concesión	e	

Implementación	con	Relación	a	El	

Canal	de	Nicaragua	y	Proyectos	de	

Desarrollo		

PLI	 Liberal	Independent	Party
	
	 Partido	Liberal	Independiente	

RLI	 Rule	of	Law	Index		
	

UNO	 National	Opposition	Union		 Unión	Nacional	Opositora		



Sarah	Kirstine	Bach-Holck	

Stakeholders	of	the	Nicaragua	Canal						
3	

 

— Master’s Thesis — 

Table	of	Contents	

ABSTRACT	 1	

ABBREVIATIONS	 2	

1.	INTRODUCTION	 5	

1.1	JUSTIFICATION	 6	

1.2	STRUCTURE	OF	THE	THESIS	 7	

2.	CONTEXTUALIZING	THE	CANAL	 8	

2.1	SOCIO-ECONOMIC	AND	INSTITUTIONAL	CONTEXT	 8	

2.2	POLITICAL	HISTORY	&	STATE	DEVELOPMENT	 11	

2.3	THE	HISTORY	OF	THE	CANAL	-	ATTEMPTS	THROUGHOUT	HISTORY	 14	

2.4	THE	CURRENT	CANAL	PROCESS	 15	

3.	LITERATURE	REVIEW	 18	

3.1	RESEARCH	ON	THE	CANAL	AND	ITS	IMPACT	ON	NICARAGUA	 19	

3.2	STAKEHOLDER	THEORY	 30	

4.	METHODOLOGY	 39	

4.1	RESEARCH	DESIGN	 41	

4.2	DATA	PRESENTATION	AND	PROCESSING	 42	

4.3	DELIMITATIONS	 45	

5.	ANALYZING	SALIENCE	OF	THE	CANAL’S	STAKEHOLDERS	 46	

5.1	GENERAL	PUBLIC	 46	

5.2	ZONE	OF	EXPROPRIATIONS:	INDIGENOUS	AND	NON-INDIGENOUS	COMMUNITIES	 49	

5.3	CANAL	COMMISSION	 53	

5.4	HONG	KONG	NICARAGUA	DEVELOPMENT	GROUP	(HKND)	 55	

5.5	GRUPO	COCIBOLCA	 56	

5.6	THE	PRIVATE	SECTOR	 59	

5.7	CENTRO	NICARAGÜENSE	DE	DERECHOS	HUMANOS	(NICARAGUAN	CENTER	FOR	HUMAN	RIGHTS)	 62	

5.8	POLITICAL	OPPOSITION	 63	



Sarah	Kirstine	Bach-Holck	

Stakeholders	of	the	Nicaragua	Canal						
4	

 

— Master’s Thesis — 

5.9	CONSEJO	NACIONAL	EN	LA	DEFENSA	DE	TIERRA,	EL	LAGO	Y	LA	SOBERANÍA	(THE	NATIONAL	COUNCIL	ON	THE	

DEFENSE	OF	LAND,	LAKE	AND	SOVEREIGNTY)	 65	

5.10	REFLECTIONS	ON	THE	STAKEHOLDER	SALIENCE	MODEL	 67	

6.	DISCUSSION:	THE	GOVERNMENT’S	ROLE	IN	THE	CANAL	PROJECT	 68	

6.1	BEYOND	THE	STAKEHOLDER	SALIENCE	MODEL:	THE	FOUR	ROLES	OF	GOVERNMENT	 69	

6.2	INTEGRATING	THEORETICAL	INSIGHTS:	THE	NICARAGUAN	GOVERNMENT	AS	AMPLIFIER	AND	MODERATOR	OF	

STAKEHOLDER	SALIENCE	 74	

7.	CONCLUSIONS	 79	

BIBLIOGRAPHY	 81	

APPENDICES	 91	

APPENDIX	1	 91	

APPENDIX	2	 92	

APPENDIX	3	 93	

 

	 	



Sarah	Kirstine	Bach-Holck	

Stakeholders	of	the	Nicaragua	Canal						
5	

 

— Master’s Thesis — 

1. Introduction	
On June 13, 2013, the Nicaraguan National Assembly passed a law allowing for the 

construction of an interoceanic canal cutting across the country from the Caribbean to the 

Pacific Coast. Two days later, on June 15, a concession was signed between Nicaragua’s 

President, Daniel Ortega, and Chinese telecommunications tycoon, Wang Jing. The canal will 

be one of the biggest infrastructure megaprojects in the history of the world (HKND & ERM, 

2014). The canal will be approximately 276 kilometers long (HKND & ERM, 2014), 

compared to the Panama canal which is almost 80 kilometers long (PanCanal.com, 2013). 

The construction is set to be finished within a five-year time frame, and it will be necessary to 

remove up to 5.5 billion cubic meters of sediments – that is ten times as much as what has 

been removed from the Panama Canal over a course of 133 years (El Nuevo Diario, 2015). 

 

Cutting across southern Nicaragua, the canal will cut through six municipalities physically 

diving them in two (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b). This will uproot 282 human 

settlements, expropriating around 24,100 families– that is almost 120,000 persons and 

approximately 2% of the Nicaraguan population (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b; Huete-

Pérez et al., 2015). Several of these settlements are indigenous (Rama and Creoles) and have 

been granted ancestral and communal rights of an area of 4.053 square kilometersi – 9.5% of 

which is located within the proposed canal route’s direct influence. Further, the concession 

for the canal was granted without consulting these indigenous communities, even though this 

is prescribed by both Nicaraguan and international law (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b). 

 

In fact, the concession was granted through a closed process that was not open to other 

companies’ bids, even though Wang Jing does not have experience in this type of 

infrastructure. In fact, he was hired to establish a cellphone network across Nicaragua in 

2010, which had not been completed when the concession was granted. This has led to 

prominent researchers and organizations questioning the process, frequently coupled with 

allegations of corruption and nepotism.  

 

                                                
i Through the communal title No. 010�18�12�2009 (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b). 
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Despite these allegations, the Nicaraguan government consistently promotes the canal as the 

way for Nicaragua to become a ‘developed country’; the president stated that the canal will 

fulfill the prophecy of the promised land (Chamorro, 2013, para. 18). This road to 

development is often mentioned with reference to the comparatively well-off Panama, whose 

success is attributed the canal (e.g. Condit, 2015). While the canal is widely supported by the 

Nicaraguan peopleii, the academics view the canal with more skepticism. Many researchers 

are investigating the effects of the canal, particularly focusing on the environmental ones (see 

section 3.1.4). However, no one seems to focus on which actors in the Nicaraguan society 

may influence the canal project – even though many public figures (scientists included) fill 

various roles simultaneously. Moreover, Nicaraguan media has provided extensive coverage 

of the canal project, including various speculations regarding the role played by the 

Nicaraguan government in relations to the canal – a role which various researchers have 

described as rather weak vis-à-vis the concessionaire (e.g. Aguilar, 2014; and Baéz Cortés, 

2014).  Thus, this thesis seeks to answer the following research question: 

 

Who constitute salient stakeholders of the Nicaragua canal, and what role(s) does the 

Nicaraguan government play vis-à-vis the canal and its stakeholders? 

 

To answer this question, I will be guided by the following sub-questions:  

1) Which actors in the Nicaraguan society are affected by or can affect the Nicaragua 

Canal? 

2) What are the stakeholder claims of these actors? 

3) How does the government interact with these stakeholders? 

 

 

 Justification	

In order to understand the high complexity surrounding megaprojects as a means for 

development, it is necessary to understand not only the role of those entities making the 

ultimate decision regarding megaprojects. It is also necessary to understand the roles of other 

actors operating in and forming part of the context in which said project will take place. That 

                                                
ii (Aburto, 2015e; Coleman, 2015; Córdoba, 2013, 2014, 2015; El Confidencial, 2015; El Nuevo Diario, 2014a; 
Guerrero, 2015; Salinas Maldonado, 2015) 
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is, it is necessary to understand the role of societal actors, not only in relation to the 

megaproject, but also in relation to each other. Taking this as the point of departure, this 

thesis will explore who constitute salience national stakeholders to the canal and, in 

particular, shed light on the role of the government in relation to the canal and these 

stakeholders. Thereby facilitating a deep understanding of the national actors at play in 

Nicaragua. This is beneficial to practitioners and academics alike: the practitioners 

(contemplating) operating in Nicaragua may gain a profound understanding of which actors to 

approach in regard to the canal, while academics may use this thesis as a stepping stone for 

future research. Such research could, for example, focus on the role of the state in 

development through megaprojects based on the literature of linkages and spillovers versus 

the literature of ‘a race to the bottom’. It could also approach the canal project using the 

literature on developmental states (e.g. Doner, Ritchie, & Slater, 2005).    

 

Additionally, employing stakeholder theory to understand the role of the Nicaraguan 

government in regard to the canal provides reflections on the appropriate place of government 

in stakeholder theory; a role which is rarely examined in stakeholder literature (Dahan, Doh, 

& Raelin, 2015; Heath & Norman, 2004). Throughout the analysis and discussion, 

considerations of strengths and limits to both the stakeholder salience model (Mitchell, Agle, 

& Wood, 1997) and the framework of extended stakeholder theory (Dahan et al., 2015) 

emerge, thereby adding to the discussion of applicability and limitation to stakeholder 

literature.  

 

 

 Structure	of	the	Thesis	

In order to answer the research question, I will first conduct a thorough mapping exercise of 

the stakeholders to the canal project who have been cited in Nicaraguan newspaper articles 

between June 6, 2013 and August 28, 2015. Secondly, I will group the identified stakeholders 

and analyze the salience of these groups in regard to the canal. Finally, I will discuss the role 

of the government in relation to the canal, and the development it is said to bring about, 

following the framework presented by Dahan, Doh and Raelin (2015).  

 

Figure 1 presents a graphical overview of the thesis.   
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2. Contextualizing	the	canal	
This chapter seeks to provide the reader with an understanding of the Nicaraguan context. 

Thus, background information will be provided on the socio-economic context (including 

geographical and demographic information), an overview of the political history of the 

country, and a brief account of the historical importance of the canal, and a timeline of the 

current canal process.  

 

 

 Socio-Economic	and	Institutional	Context	

Nicaragua is situated in Central America with costal lines of both the northern Pacific Ocean 

and the Caribbean Sea (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015). The country shares borders with 

Costa Rica to the south and Honduras to the north, and covers a territory of 130,370 square 

kilometers (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015). Within Nicaragua, two autonomous 
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indigenous regions exist – the North and South Atlantic Autonomous Regions (RAAN and 

RAAS) (UNICEF, n.d.).  

 

The total Nicaraguan population counted 5.9 million people in 2014 (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2015). The make-up of the Nicaraguan population is diverse but primarily mestizo 

(Amerindian and white) as this group constitutes 69% of the population, while 17% are white, 

9% are black and 5% are Amerindian (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015). This mix is also 

reflected in the languages spoken in the country, where Spanish is the official language 

spoken by 95.3% of the population, while 2.2% speak Miskito and 2% speak creole (English), 

and 0.5% speak other languages (such as Rama) (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015).  

 

Nicaragua is the second poorest country in the American hemisphere, and rural poverty is 

particularly critical as 80% of the poor live in rural areas (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015; 

UN Women et al., 2013). However, poverty levels have fallen since 1993: half of the 

Nicaraguan population lived in poverty in 1993, while one-fifth lived in extreme poverty 

(León, 2016). In 2009, 42% of the Nicaraguan population lived below the poverty line 

according to an estimate (Central Intelligence Agency, 2015). According to the World Bank 

(2016), poverty levels have continued to decrease, between 2009 and 2014 general poverty in 

Nicaragua dropped 13 [percentage points], from 42.5 percent to 29.6 percent; while in the 

same period extreme poverty dropped 6 percent, from 14.6 to 8.3 percent (World Bank, 

2016).  

 

 

2.1.1 Strength	of	Institutions	
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The Corruption Perception Index [CPI] and the Rule of Law Index [RLI] are treated as 

indicators of the strength and well-being of the institutions in a country. The rule of law is 

defined as compliance with four universal principals: 1) government, officials, individuals 

and private entities are accountable under the law; 2) laws are clear, publicized, stable, and 

just; are applied evenly; and protect fundamental rights, including the security of persons and 

property and certain core human rights; 3) the process by which the laws are enacted, 

administered, and enforced is accessible, fair, and efficient; and 4)  justice is delivered timely 

by competent, ethical, and independent representatives and neutrals who are of sufficient 

number, have adequate resources, and reflect the makeup of the communities they serve (The 

World Justice Project, 2016). 

 

The RLI is calculated as an average of scores on nine different parameters covering 

constraints on government powers, over absence of corruption and fundamental rights, to civil 

and criminal justice (The World Justice Project, 2016). The minimum score is given on a 

scale from 0 to 1, and Nicaragua’s overall score for 2015 stands at 0.43 (The World Justice 

Project, 2016), giving it a global rank of 89 (of 102 countries). The lowest scores in the 

country are related to the factors of constraints on government powers, absence of corruption, 

civil justice, and criminal justice (in the 0.30s), while the factor of order and security raises 

the average with its score of 0.69 (The World Justice Project, 2016).  

 

Comparatively, Nicaragua scores 27 points on the CPI, indicating that corruption is rampant 

in the country as 0 is given to countries that are highly corrupt and 100 to countries that are 

extremely clean (Transparency International, 2015). Moreover, minimal availability of 

information and influence of the public on the public budget further adds to the poor 

transparency of the Nicaraguan government; Transparency International deems the budget 

openness “minimal” with a score of 37 (of 100) on the Budget Openness Index (Transparency 

International, 2015). As is evident from Nicaragua’s scores on the Voice and Accountability 

Index, which measures the freedom of expression, association and a free media, and the 

perception of the extent to which a country’s citizens are able to participate in selecting their 

government (Transparency International, 2015), the country is still struggling with limited 

freedoms (the country scores a -0.48 on a scale from -2.5 to 2.5). Moreover, the Press 

Freedom Index takes elements of violence against media into account, and on this scale, 
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Nicaragua scores relatively well. Nonetheless, the overall state of the formal Nicaraguan 

institutions appears to be relatively weak.   

 

 

 Political	History	&	State	Development	

The Spanish colonial rule in Nicaragua began in 1522 and continued until 1821 when the 

Captaincy General of Guatemala (comprising modern-day Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, 

Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and some Mexican states) declared independence from Spain (BBC 

News, 2012; Merrill, 1993). This large Central American country, however, only lasted for 

two years until 1823, when Costa Rica, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua 

declared independence from the Mexico thereby forming the United Provinces of Central 

America; the following decade and a half were marred by civil war and Nicaragua was 

declared independent on April 30, 1838 (BBC News, 2012; Merrill, 1993).  

 

From 1838-1922, Nicaragua was officially a democracy though the country struggled with 

several wars and political unrest, often supported by US and British forces (Merrill, 1993). 

This unrest was, for example, linked to differences between liberal and conservative groups, 

and in 1927 a peace treaty was negotiated through US involvement. Due to the US 

engagement in the peace treaty, Augosto César Sandino’s liberal rebel group refused to sign 

the peace agreement, and the group launched a guerilla war opposing the strong US 

involvement in national politics (Merrill, 1993). This war did not end until Sandino was 

executed on order of General Somoza Garcia on February 21st, 1934 (BBC News, 2012).   

 

After winning the national elections in 1936 (BBC News, 2012; Merrill, 1993), General 

Somoza resumed his position as Director of the National Guard. Thus, Somoza García 

established a military dictatorship, in the shadows of democratic laws, that would last more 

than four decades (Merrill, 1993, sec. United States Intervention, 1909-1933, para. 12). 

Though Somoza died in 1956, the dictatorship continued until 1974 as his sons and trusted 

family friends succeeded him in the role of ‘president’ (BBC News, 2012; Merrill, 1993). 

Inherent to the Somoza era was nepotism; prior to his election Somoza replaced government 

officials who were loyal to the then-president, Sacasa, and Through large investments in land, 

manufacturing, transport, and real estate, he enriched himself and his close friends (Merrill, 
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1993, sec. The Somoza Era, 1936-74, para. 1). Moreover, Family members and close 

associates were given key positions within the government and the military (Merrill, 1993, 

sec. The Somoza Era, 1936-74, para. 2) during his rule. The younger son, Anastasio Somoza 

Debayle, was reelected president in the 1974 elections; albeit these were not free elections: 

opposition was severely suppressed and not allowed to communicate its messages through the 

media.   

 

The Sandinista National Liberation Front (Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional [FSLN]) 

was formed in 1961 in protest to the Somoza family’s gross amassment at the cost of the 

Nicaraguan population, and By the early 1970s, the group had gained enough support from 

peasants and students groups to launch limited military initiatives (Merrill, 1993, sec. The 

Rise of the FSLN, para. 1). Increased repression of opposition and increased use of violence 

led to significant increases in support for FSLN, and by June, 1979, most of the country was 

under FSLN-control (Merrill, 1993). On July 17th, 1979, after severe and prolonged national 

and international pressure, president Somoza resigned from power, and two days later a junta 

government assumed power.  

 

The new junta government committed to ensuring food for the poor and made restructuring 

the economy its highest priority (Merrill, 1993, sec. The Sandinista Years, 1979-90, para. 3). 

This happened through, for example, nationalizing app. 200 farms owned by the Somoza 

family or associates of the family, and financial institutions. Additionally, the junta 

government issued a declaration of Fundamental Statute of the Republic of Nicaragua. This 

statute abolished the constitution, presidency, Congress, and all courts (Merrill, 1993, sec. 

The Sandinista Years, 1979-90, para. 7) and allowed the junta government to govern under 

emergency powers. In reality, the decisions were generally made by the top-members of the 

FSLN and then communicated to the junta government by Daniel Ortega Saavedra (Merrill, 

1993), which marked the beginning of increasing power grabbed or held by the FSLN 

(Merrill, 1993).  

 

However, the opposition to FSLN grew from 1981-1983, and particularly the indigenous 

communities refused to partake in the Sandinista society (Merrill, 1993). The opposition 
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received support from the Reagan government in the US, as this claimed the Sandinistas were 

supporting communist guerillas in El Salvado (Merrill, 1993).  

 

By 1984 the first elections after the removal of the Somoza dictatorship were held; The FSLN 

won 67 percent of the votes, the presidency, and sixty-one of the ninety-six seats in the new 

National Assembly (Merrill, 1993, sec. Institutionalization of the Revolution, 1984, para. 4). 

Upon taking office on January 10th, 1985, Daniel Ortega and his government suspended civil 

liberties on the claims that the Roman Catholic Church and the media were destabilizing the 

political system. In 1987, the US suspended all financial support to the Contra War, which 

forced both Contras and Sandinistas to negotiate a solution to the conflict (Merrill, 1993). The 

solution came in the form of a cease-fire agreement in March 1988. Following the many years 

of war the state deficit was high, and international agencies demanded a restructuring of the 

spending before granting more aid or loans; this caused the already high unemployment rate 

to soar, which in combination with two severe natural disasters over the following year and a 

half (hurricane and drought) left the country bankrupt (Merrill, 1993).  

 

FSLN lost the 1990 elections to the Unión Nacional Opositora (National Opposition Union 

[UNO]). Though UNO may have lacked a cohesive political program, the fear of a deepening 

economic crisis and a continued Contra War led to the defeat of FSLN (Merrill, 1993); 

Exhausted by war and poverty, the Nicaraguan people had opted for change (Merrill, 1993, 

sec. The UNO Electoral Victory, para. 3). However, the transferal of power from the FSLN to 

UNO did not go as smoothly as one may have wished for; many government officials spent 

their remaining time in office ensuring their own interests and were still protected after 

leaving office (e.g. by passing new laws) (Merrill, 1993). The UNO government implemented 

policies which favored privatization, the rolling back of the state and the freeing up of market 

forces (Utting, Chamorro, & Bacon, 2014, p. 1). Thus, the government returned much land to 

repatriated former landowners; however, 26% of farm land was also redistributed to former 

workers on state agricultural enterprises, demobilized combatants or retrenched state 

workers (Utting et al., 2014, p. 5).  

 

In the late 1990s, Nicaragua was hit by a severe coffee crisis, which lead to thousands of 

farmers and workers plunging into deep crisis (Utting et al., 2014). Thousands of unemployed 
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families went to live by interstate highways, and by September 2002, the national government 

could no longer ignore them. Regardless, the Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (Liberal 

Constitutionalist Party), which had won the 2001 elections (BBC News, 2012), first attempted 

to repress the protesters (Utting et al., 2014). Nonetheless, the unemployed enjoyed support 

from both the church and the Sandinistas, and agrarian reforms were negotiated (Utting et al., 

2014). 

 

In the early 2000s, the PLI’s former president, Arnoldo Alemán, was accussed of and found 

guilty of corruption, which split the liberal bloc in two: those supporting Alemán, and those in 

favor of his predecessor, Enrique Bolaños (elected president in 2001) (Martí i Puig, 2010). 

This meant that the FSLN was now the party with the highest representation in the National 

Assembly, con- trolling the rest of the public institutions, including the judicial system (Martí 

i Puig, 2010, p. 91). Thus, 2006 saw the return of Daniel Ortega (of FSLN) to presidency 

(Martí i Puig, 2010). 

 

 

 The	History	of	the	Canal	-	Attempts	Throughout	History	

The idea of an interoceanic canal cutting through Nicaragua is quite old (Centro Humboldt, 

2014a). In fact, it originated in the early colonial times, when the Spanish colonial 

administration conducted preliminary research in 1551, and again in 1781 (Huete-Pérez & 

Meyer, 2014). Throughout history the canal project has reemerged at least 72 times (Salinas 

Maldonado, 2014; Van Der Post, 2015). In 1902 (Van Der Post, 2015), the US congress voted 

on whether the new canal should cut across Panama or Nicaragua. Needless to say, Panama 

won that vote. Since then, for little over a century, Nicaragua has kept the idea of the canal 

alive and multiple other intentions of constructing a canal have been put forth. Curiously, 

most of these attempts have been backed by external actors (Salinas Maldonado, 2014) – 

often US businessmen or US governments. Thus, Salinas Maldonado (2014) explains that the 

canal project did not become a national project for development before the 1990s; thus, for 

almost 450 years the canal has been a project mainly driven forward by external forces.  

 

In 2006, then-president Bolaños unveiled plans to build a new ship canal linking the Atlantic 

and Pacific Oceans (BBC News, 2012). On this occasion, Daniel Ortega argued that there 
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was not enough gold in the world to justify risking Lake Cocibolca over a canal (Buitrago, 

2014). His opinion; however, changed between then and now; the only way that Nicaragua 

really has to be able to tackle the subject of poverty at a quick paste, which is what the 

growth of our country demands (…) is the canal (President Ortega in Aburto, 2014b)1. 

	

 

 The	Current	Canal	Process	

This section first presents a timeline of major events in the current canal process, from the 

memorandum of understanding signed between president Ortega and Wang Jing in September 

2012 to the threat of armed uprising against the canal in July 2015.  Subsequently, the terms 

of the canal concession are presented, thereby concluding the contextualizing chapter of this 

thesis.  

 

 

2.4.1 Timeline		

2012  

September 12: a memorandum is signed between the Nicaraguan Government and 

Wang Jing allowing HKND to manage the financing of the project for the inter-ocean 

canal in Nicaragua (President Ortega in ICR News, n.d.). 

2013 

June 13: the Agreement on Framework for Concession and Implementation regarding 

the Nicaragua Canal and Projects of Development2 [MCA] and Law 840: Canal 

Concession are passed by the Nicaraguan National Assembly.  

June 15: President Ortega and Chinese businessman, Wang Jing, sign the concession 

agreement. This formally grants HKND the rights to plan, design, construct and 

thereafter to operate and manage the Nicaragua Grand Canal and other related 

projects, including ports, a free trade zone, an international airport and other 

infrastructure development projects (HKND Group, 2016). 

August 18: The Supreme Court has received 32 files of unconstitutionality (EFE, 

2013; Olivares, 2013). These include suits filed by the indigenous communities of 

RAAS, the COSEP, and the political opposition among others. 
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December 18: The Supreme Court denies 31 files of unconstitutionality (E. García, 

2013; Salinas Maldonado, 2013). 

2014 

March 27: Indigenous communities present their case (on violations of their rights) at 

the 150th session of the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights [IACHR] 

(Elizabeth Romero, 2014a). 

June 28: Indigenous communities petition the IACHR to protect their rights vis-à-vis 

the canal (EFE, 2014b).  

July 7: Final route for canal presented (Álvarez M., 2014c; Álvarez, 2014a). 

July 10: The Canal Commission begins consultations with communities to explain the 

canal project and to hear concerns of the communities (La Voz Del Sandinismo, 

2014a) 

September: Wave of protests against the canal begins. These protests occur 

frequently, and often count thousands of protesters pr. march. Protests take place 

between September 2014, and August 2015. Marches against the canal are still being 

held in April, 2016.  

September 18: First reports on police violence against protesters (Villarreal, Álvarez 

M., & Romero, 2014). 

November 4: Liberal Independent Party3 [PLI] present proposal or repealing the 

concession (Law 840) (Álvarez, 2014b).  

November 20: Government and HKND announce that construction of the canal will 

commence on December 22 the same year (Jarquín, 2014; La Lucha Sigue, 2014). 

Also, HKND announces that explosives will not be used in the excavation of Lake 

Cocibolca (El Nuevo Diario, 2014c).  

November 21: Preliminary findings of the Environmental and Social Impact Study 

[EIAS]4 by ERM are delivered (La Voz Del Sandinismo, 2014b). 

December 9: First reports of police and military hindering buses with protesters from 

arriving at sight of marches (Martínez, Hernández, & Villarreal B., 2014). These 

actions become frequent when protests occur.  

December 22: HKND begins construction of access road for heavy machinery in 

Brito (Huete-Pérez et al., 2015). Supports of the canal march in the streets of Managua 

(Areas Esquivel, 2014).  
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December 23: 16 protest marches against the canal have been held so far.  

December 24: 46 people are arrested by the police during protest marches against the 

canal (Elízabeth Romero & Rothschuh, 2014); 18 are released the following day 

(López, 2014b; Elizabeth Romero, 2014c) .  

2015: 

January 19: Riot police arrives in village of Puerto Príncipe, Nueva Guinea, to 

‘protect’ the medical center in the village; the villagers protest against medical 

personnel asking for ID, how many people live on the property and who owns the 

property, among other things (Aburto, 2015b). 

March 14: 11 CSOs plead their case against the canal before the IACHR 

(Confidencial Digital, 2015; Martínez & Edición Digital, 2015). The government also 

pleads its case before the IACHR (Aburto, 2015d; Espinoza Flores, 2015). 

Mid-March: Representatives of the Nicaraguan government travel to China to ask 

Wang Jing for money to finance the expropriations (Enríquez, 2015). 

June 1: HKND delivers the EIAS to the Canal Commission (La Voz Del Sandinismo, 

2015). 

July 10: An armed group announces that they will defend the farmers forced to leave 

their homes as a result of the canal (Garth Medina, 2015).  

 

 

2.4.2 The	Terms	of	the	Canal	Concession	

The canal concession appears to favor the concessionaire, HKND, over the Nicaraguan 

government; for example, all activities related to the canal project and its subprojects are 

exempt from taxation for up to 100 years. The canal concession is for 50 years, but this can be 

extended with another 50 years should the concessionaire wish to do so. Additionally, HKND 

can sell off parts of the concession to other businesses or private individuals, should it see fit 

to do so and without consulting the Nicaraguan government or the Canal Commission 

(Serrano Caldera, 2014); and if HKND finds that the Nicaraguan government is violating the 

terms of the concession (e.g. by changing laws affecting the canal; Aguilar, 2014), the 

government must hand then over national reserves (Acevedo Vogl, 2014; Baéz Cortés, 2014). 

However, should the Nicaraguan government wish to make changes to Law 840 regardless of 

this condition, then it would require a majority of more than 60% of the National Assembly – 
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a requirement which is otherwise only applicable to the constitution, and which has never 

before been applied to an ordinary law (Serrano Caldera, 2014). 

 

In terms of ownership over the canal, Acevedo Vogl highlights that the concession to HKND 

suggests that Nicaragua receives 1% of stocks pr. year of operation for the 100 years that the 

concession stands (Acevedo Vogl, 2014). Additionally, HKND cannot be held accountable 

for any of the damages caused to Nicaragua as a result of the construction, while HKND does 

receive all types of guarantees by the Nicaraguan state, which, even, irrevocably, waive 

national sovereignty before the concessionaire (Acevedo Vogl, 2014, p. 133)5.  

 

With regard to legal responsibilities, neither the Canal Commission, HKND, nor Jing Wang 

can be prosecuted or otherwise punished (e.g. through financial sanctions) for any damages 

caused to Nicaragua as a result of the construction of the canal (Aguilar, 2014; Maes, 2014; 

Serrano Caldera, 2014), the right to not be affected by any legal norm of Nicaragua (Aguilar, 

2014, p. 111)6. Additionally, the concessionaire is neither obligated to conduct nor pay for 

any feasibility studies required for the proper assessment of the canal project (Aguilar, 2014; 

Centro Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b), and the government does not have the human resources to 

properly evaluate an impact assessment report (Milán Pérez, 2014). 

 

Thus, even though the constitution states that the Nicaraguan government must protect 

national interests and patrimony, the concession grants HKND indiscrete power over the 

entire Nicaraguan territory and patrimony – with no promise of development in return 

(Aguilar, 2014; Baéz Cortés, 2014; López Baltodano, 2013); and it therefore appears that the 

Nicaraguan government has been in a weaker position than HKND during the negotiations of 

the concession terms.  

 

 

3. Literature	Review		
The purpose of this literature review is two-fold: 1) to present current research on the canal, 

and 2) to review stakeholder theory, specifically in regard to stakeholder salience and the role 

of government in stakeholder theory. By reviewing these two literatures, this chapter 
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demonstrates a gap within the research on the canal and facilitates an evaluation of the 

applicability of the extended stakeholder theory to empirical data.  

 

First, the chapter presents the reactions to the canal by scientists around the world. This will 

be done by demonstrating how a deep divide seems to appear within the academic 

community; some are vehemently against the canal, or the processes surrounding it, while 

others support it. This is followed up by a critical review of stakeholder literature, in which 

the concept of power in the stakeholder salience model is complemented by theory on power 

from literature on global political economy. Moreover, the role of government in the 

stakeholder salience model is elaborated upon by incorporating the extended stakeholder into 

the theoretical framework of this thesis.  

 

 

 Research	on	the	Canal	and	Its	Impact	on	Nicaragua	

Generally speaking, research conducted on the canal can be grouped into two groups: those in 

favor of the canal and those opposing the canal. The critics of the canal project can be 

subdivided into two categories: those opposing the construction of the canal itself, and those 

opposing the process of the canal (e.g. the terms of the canal concession).  

 

As the focus of this thesis is on national actors and their stance vis-à-vis the canal, this section 

will review the academic literature on the effects of the canal on Nicaragua (socially, 

financially and environmentally)iii. Much of the research in favor of the canal concerns the 

effects on international trade (e.g. Milán Pérez, 2014; Smith & Stephenson, 2013; Yip & 

Wong, 2015), while much critique has been directed at the canal in relation to its negative 

impact on the environment (Álvarez Alvarado, 2014; Centro Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b; 

Condit, 2015; Huete-Pérez et al., 2015; Incer Barquero, 2014; Maes, 2014; Meyer, 2014; 

Milán Pérez, 2014; Montenegro Guillén, 2014). However, the literature on international trade 

is not included in this literature review, as the focus of the thesis is on national stakeholders in 

relation to the canal.  
                                                
iii For literature on the canal in regard to geopolitics, national security, and international environmental impacts, 
please see Huete-Pérez et al. (2015), Loáciga et al. (2014), and Condit (2015). For literature on the relevance of 
the canal with opening shipping routes over the Arctic, please see Álvarez Alvarado (2014), Cubas (2014, 2015), 
Milán Pérez (2014), and Smith and Stephenson (2013).  
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3.1.1 The	Canal	and	Development	

As previously mentioned, the Nicaraguan government has sold the canal as the panacea for 

national development and consistently alluded to the centuries old dream of development 

through a canal when speaking about the canal (e.g. El 19 Digital, 2015; M. García, 2015; 

Maldonado, 2013). However, Acevedo Vogl (2014) deems this argument of development an 

‘illusion’. Acevedo Vogl argues that the only way to bring about development and prosperity 

is by investing in upgrading the productive systems of the country  (i.e. education and 

technology) – a process that requires long-term commitment from the government (Acevedo 

Vogl, 2014). A commitment which the Nicaraguan government does not appear willing to 

mount in face of the belief that the mere implementation of a megaproject almost from one 

day to another, as by magic, and in itself, will lead the country to [go from being] backward 

and poor, [to] a developed and prosperous country (Acevedo Vogl, 2014, p. 128)7. By 

drawing on the example of the Asian Tigers, Acevedo Vogl underscores the importance of 

committing to upgrading the productive systems as these can bring about development in 

merely 30 years.  

 

This argument is supported by Ortega Hegg (2014) who maintains that it is unrealistic to 

believe that the canal alone will lift the country out of poverty. Ortega Heggs argues that 

those claiming the feasibility of development by using the example of Panama are forgetting 

that Panama has made enormous and sustained efforts to become an international platform of 

financial services, and terrestrial transportation, via roads and railways (Ortega Hegg, 2014, 

p. 135)8 – and these are just two areas of its economy. Thus, through the Panamanian example 

Ortega Hegg, like Acevedo Vogl (2014), urges the Nicaraguan government to invest in its 

most valuable asset: the Nicaraguans’ capacities (i.e. human resources). Furthermore, Álvarez 

Alvarado, in line with Acevedo Vogl (2014) and Ortega Hegg (2014), argues that,  

no megaproject will be the panacea of reaching development while we have a 

citizenry with low levels of education. For all the economic booms that the project 

may bring, without investing heavily in education, the economic development will 

continue to be marginal (Álvarez Alvarado, 2014, p. 35)9. 

 

Nonetheless, Acevedo Vogl (2014) does recognize that the construction of the canal is likely 

to bring about a short-term boom of the Nicaraguan economy, but he questions the extend of 
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this boom as up to 70% of the labor force necessary for the construction of the canal is likely 

to be imported. What is more, he demonstrates that throughout history megaprojects have 

never brought about development for an entire country on their own – they simply do not 

have the power to drag an entire country out of poverty. They have, however, brought about 

development for a small, private and self-sufficient enclave, with very little ties to the rest of 

the economy (Acevedo Vogl, 2014), thereby evading the often-touted advantages of linkages 

and spillover effects of such enclaves. Hence, Acevedo Vogl (2014), supported by Centro 

Humboldt  (2014a, 2014b), argues that construction of the canal will benefit those who are 

already rich (e.g. the shipping companies) without regard to the rest of the Nicaraguan society 

(Acevedo Vogl, 2014).  

 

This is supported by Ortega Hegg (2014) who expresses concerns that development will be 

centered around the very top of the Nicaraguan society; thereby widening the breach between 

rich and poor in Nicaragua and introducing further disparity between social classes. This is 

further supported by Álvarez Alvarado (2014) who argues that any financial earnings from 

the canal must be distributed equally among Nicaraguans, if not social unrest and violence 

will follow. According to Ortega Hegg (2014), this problem can be avoided through 

redistribution of the benefits generated from the canal, but this is problematic, as Nicaragua 

cannot collect taxes on profits made from the canal while operated by the concessionaire 

(Baéz Cortés, 2014). 

 

In contrast to these gloomy predictions for the canal, Condit is certain that the canal will be 

good for the Nicaraguan economy,  

the investment of foreign capital in the local economy would be an enormous 

boon. Labor opportunities associated with modernization, as the canal will 

provide, offer subsistence farmers economic advancement by leaving rural areas 

(Condit, 2015, pp. 5–6).  

Although Maes (2014) and Acevedo Vogl (2014) agree that the canal may bring an economic 

boom to Nicaragua, and Meyer (2014) agrees that the canal will create jobs for the 

Nicaraguans; they consider the costs to out-way the benefits.  
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In this way, Condit’s argument of economic benefits to the country stands in stark contrast to 

the costs identified by Acevedo Vogl’s (2014), Centro Humboldt’s (2014a, 2014b) and 

Ortega Hegg’s (2014). These highlight that without proper preparation and upgrading of the 

nation’s human resources, the Nicaraguans will not be able to reap the benefits of the changes 

to their productive activities: Acevedo Vogl points out that many people in Nicaragua will be 

forced to change their productive activities as a result of the impending Dutch diseaseiv, while 

Ortega Hegg (2014) argues that many Nicaraguans will be forced to change their wage 

earning activities from fishing to, for example, planting extra woods, which is good for the 

environment because it will curb overfishing, but without proper preparation the people will 

not be ready. Furthermore, Acevedo Vogl shows how the construction of the canal will lead 

to a significant increase in consumer goods (2014). Thus leading to a significant imbalance 

between exports and imports, which in turn will lock Nicaragua’s option of upgrading the 

productive systems (Acevedo Vogl, 2014). Thus, paradoxically, the canal may be the exact 

opposite of what Nicaragua needs to achieve national development and prosperity; in fact, the 

canal may even lead to a depression immediately following the short upswing in the economy 

(Acevedo Vogl, 2014).  

 

Additionally, Centro Humboldt (2014a, 2014b) argue that the development the canal may 

bring about will not be sustainable and that it will only benefit foreign interests, while 

potentially deteriorating Nicaraguan development; 

The canal concession strengthens a vision of extractive and polluting 

development, grounded in the logic of concentration of wealth by grabbing and 

privatization of common goods and the commodification of nature, creating 

enclaves for the benefit of foreign interests and weakening possibilities of 

promoting forms of sustainable development and alternatives to the dynamics of 

irreversible deterioration of the natural environment (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, p. 

6). 

Following this link between the nation’s development and the environment, Ortega Hegg 

(2014) argues that the amount of fresh water of Lake Cocibolca will diminish as a result of 

the canal, which in combination with the significantly elevated risk of pollution will constrain 

                                                
iv As foreign direct investment flows into the country, the value of the Nicaraguan córdoba will increase, thus 
making Nicaraguan exports less competitive on the price-sensitive market. 
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the use of water. Consequently, this will have a large economic impact as the water is highly 

important to activities essential to many Nicaraguans’ way of life: from irrigating agricultural 

production and facilitating fishing, to tourism and maintaining the unique biodiversity of the 

country. Moreover, the lake provides many Nicaraguans with access to clean drinking water. 

Thus, a decrease in the water levels or pollution of the water will have a severe economic, 

social, cultural and technological impact on the day-to-day life and income of many local 

people.  

 

 

3.1.2 The	Canal	and	the	Rights	of	Indigenous	Communities	

The multiple mega-concession […] deliberately failed due legislative process 

applicable to any concession of exploring and exploitation of natural resources in 

the country, violating the duty of consultation with the public, local authorities 

and indigenous peoples and Afro-descendants, established in the Statute of 

Autonomy, Citizen Participation Law, Law on Access to Public Information and 

General Environmental Law (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, p. 5). 

 

According to several researchers, both ‘Law 840: Special law for the development of 

infrastructure and transport Nicaraguan contingent to the channel, free trade zones and 

associated infrastructure’10 and the MCA are in direct violation of pre-existing Nicaraguan 

laws and practices ensuring that the indigenous peoples of Nicaragua have the right to their 

communal lands, and that these lands cannot be taken from them (Aguilar, 2014; Centro 

Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b; Huete-Pérez et al., 2015; Ortega Hegg, 2014; Serrano Caldera, 

2014). Specifically, Huete-Pérez et al. (2015) emphasize that Nicaraguan law prohibits the 

sale, lease, or seizure of communal indigenous lands; therefore […] full consent of these 

communities should be obtained in advance of any actions that affect these communities 

(Huete-Pérez et al., 2015, p. E). This, however, has not happened, as the canal is projected to 

displace at least 277 indigenous communities, expropriating more than a hundred thousand 

people, including settlements from protected indigenous territories such as the Rama and 

Creole (Huete-Pérez et al., 2015, p. E).  
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In line with this, Centro Humboldt (2014a, 2014b) argues that due to the lack of free, prior 

and informed consent (Centro Humboldt, 2014a, p. 12) by these indigenous communities, the 

principal social impact of the canal project is the legal helplessness that results in the inability 

of the effective exercise of citizenship in the construction of a national project (Centro 

Humboldt, 2014a, p. 12); that is, the communities do not have an institutionalized voice and, 

therefore, cannot affect the process or interfere with the conditions of the canal – which is a 

direct violation of indigenous rights (Centro Humboldt, 2014a). A concern which is only 

intensified by the fact, that the concession grants the Canal Commission the power to 

expropriate whichever property necessary for the good of the project, and which will happen 

upon request from the concessionaire – i.e. HKND (Serrano Caldera, 2014).  

 

Nonetheless, Ortega Hegg (2014) highlights a case from 2001 as precedence for these 

indigenous communities to overturn the canal concession, namely that of the Mayagna 

(Sumo) AwasTigni Community versus Nicaragua at the Inter-American Court. In this case, a 

concession for timber on communal lands was granted to a Swiss company, but was later 

overturned as the Inter-American Court found in favor of the indigenous community because  

the lack of protection by Nicaragua of the rights of the community over their 

ancestral lands, and that the ratification of the Regional Council of the 

concession had been given without your consent, and had not taken into account 

the land rights of the community (Ortega Hegg, 2014, p. 143)11; 

that is, the Nicaraguan state has failed to protect its indigenous citizens. This literature is 

particularly interesting because it sheds light on the salience of the indigenous communities 

vis-à-vis the canal project; while it leads one to expects that the indigenous communities may 

not have much salience in regard to the canal, it also begs the question of what these 

communities may be doing to ensure that their rights are protected.  

 

Additionally, it is curious that the area of research on the canal regarding the indigenous 

communities focus solely on the damage done to the indigenous communities, and no authors 

appear to focus on (or argue) how the canal may benefit the indigenous communities. 

Additionally, the literature on the impact of the canal on indigenous communities offers little 

in the way of how indigenous communities have reacted to the canal, or what they may do to 

overturn the canal (should they oppose it). As this thesis will define the salience of major 
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stakeholder groups in the Nicaraguan society in regard to the canal, this thesis will help fill 

this gap by exploring the indigenous communities’ position vis-à-vis the canal.  

 

 

3.1.3 The	Role	of	the	Nicaraguan	Government	vis-à-vis	HKND	

Much attention has been paid to the legality of the canal concession, as it violates several pre-

existing Nicaraguan laws (Acevedo Vogl, 2014; Aguilar, 2014; Baéz Cortés, 2014; Centro 

Humboldt, 2014a, 2014b; López Baltodano, 2013, 2014; Maes, 2014; Montenegro Guillén, 

2014; Serrano Caldera, 2014). Monica López Baltodano (2013) counts more than 40 

violations of pre-existing Nicaraguan laws in her suit of unconstitutionality (Suit of 

Unconstitutionality: 25 Truths About the Concession of the Nicaraguan Interoceanic Canal)12, 

which she presented on August 12th, 2013 against the President of the Republic, Daniel 

Ortega Saavedra, and the National Assembly for having approved Law 840 and the Canal 

Concession Framework Agreement (Baltodano, 2014, p. 1). According to a study conducted 

by Centro Humboldt (2014a, 2014b), the canal concession is explicitly illegal, as it does not 

fulfill its obligation to ensure the preparation, publication and review of all technical 

feasibility studies, including the social and environmental impact assessments (Centro 

Humboldt, 2014a, p. 6).  

 

Moreover, Montenegro Guillén (2014) highlights how articles 96 and 97 of 2002 were formed 

specifically to protect the well-being of Lake Cocibolca, and the passage of the canal through 

the lake does not help preserve the lake. However, Aguilar (2014) underscores the fact that 

very little information regarding the awarding of the concession has been made publicly 

available, which in turn makes it difficult to properly assess the Nicaraguan government’s 

actual involvement and influence on the concession.  

 

In addition to these specific violations of pre-existing laws, researchers have argued that the 

Nicaraguan government has conceded part of the country’s sovereignty to HKND through the 

concession (Acevedo Vogl, 2014; Aguilar, 2014; Baéz Cortés, 2014; Centro Humboldt, 

2014a, 2014b; López Baltodano, 2013, 2014; Maes, 2014; Montenegro Guillén, 2014; 

Serrano Caldera, 2014). For example, Acevedo Vogl (2014) and Baéz Cortés argue that the 

Nicaraguan government is effectively prevented from making amendments to the concession 
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as per the guarantee which the Nicaraguan government has had to set forth: if HKND finds 

that the Nicaraguan government is violating the terms of the concession (e.g. by changing 

laws affecting the canal; Aguilar, 2014), then the government must hand over national 

reserves (Acevedo Vogl, 2014; Baéz Cortés, 2014). Thereby setting HKND’s perception of 

the government’s intentions over the government’s right to legislate in the country; thus, 

effectively conceding sovereignty. Moreover, Aguilar (2014), Maes (2014), and Serrano 

Caldera (Serrano Caldera, 2014) argue that the fact that neither the Canal Commission, 

HKND, nor Jing Wang can be prosecuted or otherwise punished (e.g. through financial 

sanctions) for any damages caused to Nicaragua as a result of the construction of the canal – 

they have the the right to not be affected by any legal norm of Nicaragua (Aguilar, 2014, p. 

111)13 – is both a violation of the constitution and another sign that the government has 

conceded sovereignty (Aguilar, 2014; Maes, 2014; Serrano Caldera, 2014).  

 

Aguilar (2014) argues that the wording of the concession highly peculiar and finds that the 

concession possesses all the characteristics of an English business contract, which appears to 

have been negotiated in English, and poorly translated into Spanish after being adopted by the 

National Assembly in Nicaragua (there are several sections which are so poorly worded in 

Spanish that Aguilar cannot decipher their intent, e.g. regarding the amount of money HKND 

should pay the Nicaraguan government during a year of the canal’s operations). Moreover, 

Aguilar (2014) argues that the concession appears to have been dictated almost entirely by 

HKND, as the company enjoys all benefits and hardly has any requirements to meet (Aguilar, 

2014).  

 

Curiously, researchers have not yet argued that the canal concession neither violates the 

Nicaraguan constitution nor implies a concession of sovereignty. Thus, the work of these 

researchers stands uncontested as of now. This literature, however, is relevant to this thesis as 

it paints a picture of a government in a very weak position vis-à-vis the concessionaire. This 

thesis sets out to explore the role of the government and sheds light on how the government 

impacts on Nicaraguan stakeholders’ position vis-à-vis the canal.   
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3.1.4 The	Canal	and	the	Environment	

Huete-Pérez et al. (2015) wrote an article in which they provided a brief overview of the canal 

project. They outline two stakeholder groups that are likely to be impacted by the construction 

of the canal; namely, the environment and indigenous communities. The concerns are related 

to the environment, for example, on the well-being of the eco-system in and around Lake 

Cocibolca, because this lake is of profound ecological, environmental, and economic value 

(Huete-Pérez et al., 2015, p. C). Not only does the lake provide vital fresh water for drinking 

and agricultural activities locally, it is an important fresh water source to the entire Central 

American region (Huete-Pérez et al., 2015, p. C). These concerns are shared by Axel Meyer 

(2014) who highlights the severe consequences of an accident, for example an oil spill - 

which he and others consider highly likely to happen (Álvarez Alvarado, 2014; Meyer, 2014).  

 

Such accidents would be catastrophic, not only to the environment, but also to the people 

depending on the lake for survival (Meyer, 2014), particularly because Lake Cocibolca 

shortly will be the only fresh water source for all of Nicaragua,  

Our Lake Cocibolca is not simply the biggest tropical lake in the Americas, 

according to Law 620 (General Law on National Waters), it is also considered a 

Strategic Reserve of fresh water for Nicaragua (Montenegro Guillén, 2014, p. 

53)14. 

That is, Nicaragua has the necessary [water] in the Great Cocibolca Lake and should not risk 

it (Montenegro Guillén, 2014, p. 53)15. These concerns are echoed by Incer Barquero (2014) 

and Álvarez Alvarado (2014); they argue for the preservation of the water quality, as the lake 

will soon be the only permanent source left to us which can calm the thirst of all the 

Nicaraguans (Incer Barquero, 2014, p. 23). 

 

Apart from the high importance in regard to the environment itself, the lake also provides 

essential ecosystem services to Nicaragua’s economy through its facilitation of ecotourism 

and fisheries (Huete-Pérez et al., 2015; Meyer, 2014; Montenegro Guillén, 2014). 

Montenegro Guillén (2014) argues that the most efficient use of the fresh water of Lake 

Cocibolca could be to generate environmentally sustainable financial development when used 

as drinking water for the local population and for irrigation of Nicaragua’s Western plains (to 

ensure food stability and exports of surplus food). Montenegro Guillén (2014) then highlights 
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how all of the six routes proposed for the canal cut across the lake leading to significant losses 

for Nicaragua, as Nicaragua may have to import both food and fresh water in the future as a 

result of the potential pollution caused by the canal.  

 

A common concern for the environmental researchers critical of the canal construction is the 

lack of minimum responsibility required of HKND. According to the concession, HKND 

cannot be held accountable for any damages caused to the Nicaraguan environment, and the 

environment relies, therefore, solely on the mercy of HKND (Maes, 2014; Meyer, 2014). 

Maes (2014) argues that the canal will not only impact hugely on biodiversity in-land in 

Nicaragua and the lake, but will also negatively affect marine and coastal life, and life in all 

rivers connected to Lake Cocibolca and the San Juan river (Maes, 2014). Moreover, that the 

need for continuous removal of sediments will disrupt animal life wherever this will be 

dumped (Maes, 2014). Furthermore, the outlet of the canal on the Pacific coast interferes with 

pre-existing plans for tourism in the area, and the canal will, therefore, not only impact 

negatively on the environment but may also have a negative impact on tourism (especially 

that which is linked to eco-tourism and artisanal/sports fishing). Thus, while Maes (2014) 

does allow for the possibility of an economic upswing for the Nicaraguan economy and the 

possible massive reforestation of the canal zone, he maintains that the negative costs to the 

environment and the tourism industry will outweigh the benefits of the canal. Hence, Maes 

(2014) supports the arguments of Ortega Hegg (2014), Huete-Pérez et al. (2015), Meyer 

(2014), and Montenegro Guillén (2014) in so far as the costs of the canal by far outweighs the 

potential benefits derived from the canal.  

 

In contrast to researchers critical of the canal, we encounter Condit (2015) who, based on 

analysis of the situation in Panama, argues that the dire predictions of environmental 

catastrophe are exaggerated (Condit, 2015, p. 1). In fact, the canal construction could lead to 

net environmental and social benefits for the country (Condit, 2015, p. 1) if the IFC’s 

standards are implemented and followed. This conclusion is, among other things, based on 1) 

the rapid deforestation currently taking place in Nicaragua and 2) water pollution levels 

(Condit, 2015). By drawing parallels to Panama; the decision to locate the Canal in Panama 

was the best environmental news the country ever received (Condit, 2015, p. 1).  Condit 

(2015) maintains this claim, as the Panama Canal is flanked by a 660km corridor of protected 
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forest – forest that would have been turned into farmland had it not been under strict 

US/Panamanian government protection as a direct result of the canal construction. The locks 

in the proposed Nicaragua Canal are projected to function much like those in the Panama 

Canal, and will therefore depend heavily on natural water sheds, especially in dry years, 

which constitutes a strong incentive for Nicaragua and HKND to preserve the forests around 

the canal, as forested land stores wet-season runoff more effectively than cleared land, and 

thus releases more during the dry season (Condit, 2015, p. 3). However, following Ortega 

Hegg’s (2014) and Acevedo Vogl’s (2014) arguments (presented above), Condit appears to 

omit the importance of investing in upgrading the productive system through education and 

technological development.  

 

Moreover, Condit highlights the fact that shipping will require that the lake level be held 

within strict limits (2015, p. 5); thus, there is no reason to expect modern shipping to add to 

current levels of pollution (2015, p. 5). In short, Condit (2015) argues that the canal will not 

worsen the environment of Nicaragua, but rather improve it. Maes (2014) agrees with Condit 

on two points: the canal may lead to an economic upswing and may lead to potential massive 

reforestation in the canal zone, both of which are positive impacts, while Meyer (2014) agrees 

that the construction of the canal may generate jobs. However, both Maes (2014) and Meyer 

(2014) find that the risk of potential costs to Nicaragua far outweigh the benefits. These risks 

include that lack of a guarantee for a serious and independent environmental impact study 

(Maes, 2014; Meyer, 2014); the lack of protection of the environment in the concession (Law 

840), which means that the environment is left to the mercy of HKND; loss of sovereignty by 

virtue of the concession; the devastating impact on aquatic life in the marine/coastal zones, 

rivers, and lakes; the massive amount of sediments to be excavated and deposited each year; 

and the outlet of the canal into the Pacific ocean interferes with pre-existing plans for tourism 

in the area, thus income based on tourism in that area will be lost (Maes, 2014). 

 

Álvarez Alvarado (2014) argues that we must stop thinking in terms of the environment 

versus economic development and start linking the two so as to foster both economic 

development and protect the environment. He does, however, not believe that the canal will 

protect the environment, and the negative impacts of the canal on the water quality of Lake 

Cocibolca are severe enough that they will bring economic troubles to Nicaragua as well; 
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thereby supporting the arguments of Maes (2014) and Meyer (2014). Instead, Álvarez 

Alvarado argues that Nicaragua should employ the fresh water in the production of food, 

which will then provide food stability to the Nicaraguan people and leave enough for 

Nicaragua to export, for example to China. In fact, water security is intrinsically related to 

food security, public health, and economic development (Álvarez Alvarado, 2014, p. 30)16.  

 

In sum, this section has demonstrated that the majority of research concerning the effects of 

the canal on Nicaragua is skeptical of the canal. While some research focuses on the direct 

socio-economic and environmental impacts of the canal (e.g. Huete-Pérez et al., 2015; Meyer, 

2014; Montenegro Guillén, 2014). However, these critiques are related to the construction of 

the canal, while others focus on the process of the canal project (e.g. Acevedo Vogl, 2014; 

Aguilar, 2014; Baéz Cortés, 2014). 

 

 

 Stakeholder	Theory	

This thesis will employ stakeholder theory in order to answer the research question. This will 

be through, firstly, an analysis of relevant Nicaraguan stakeholders of the canal based on the 

stakeholder salience model (Mitchell et al., 1997); and secondly, a two pronged discussion in 

which 1) the role of government in relation to both the canal and stakeholder theory in general 

is explored, and 2) the ways in which the Nicaraguan government employs the role(s) it plays 

in regard to the canal to influence on stakeholders’ salience vis-à-vis the canal (Dahan et al., 

2015). This chapter will first give a brief account of stakeholder theory, followed by a review 

of the stakeholder salience model and the extended stakeholder theory.  

 

Stakeholder theory was pioneered in 1984 by Edward Freeman in his book Strategic 

Management: A Stakeholder Approach in which he drew on various literatures including 

corporate planning, systems theory and corporate social responsibility (Laplume, Sonpar, & 

Litz, 2008, p. 1157). Stakeholder theory was developed as a tool for decision-makers in 

organizations (e.g. managers in firms) to incorporate both uncertainty and ethical aspects of 

business into strategy (Parmar et al., 2010). Stakeholder theory became renowned for its 

pragmatic approach to understanding the environment in which an organization operates; 

specifically, stakeholder theory enables organizations to make sense of the web of 
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relationships between the organization itself and its stakeholders, and the relationships 

between the organization’s stakeholders (Parmar et al., 2010). Moreover, stakeholder theory 

has, since its birth, contracted widespread attention from a large variety of disciplines 

(Laplume et al., 2008), and much attention has been paid to the theory as it has gained 

importance in the field of strategic management (Friedman & Miles, 2002; Laplume et al., 

2008). 

 

Throughout the history of stakeholder theory, much research has been dedicated to discussing 

who qualifies as a stakeholder and how to decide which stakeholders to focus on (Friedman & 

Miles, 2002; Laplume et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 1997; Phillips, Freeman, & Wicks, 2003). 

In order to determine this, one must first understand the notion of a ‘stake’. This concept 

refers to a share or an interest in an organization, thereby marking the difference between 

shareholder theory and stakeholder theory: in shareholder theory, organizations’ primary 

target is to increase shareholder value, whereas organizations’ primary concern is considered 

to be increasing stakeholder value within stakeholder theory (i.e. stakeholder theory expands 

the notion of value from strictly monetary) (Evans, Haden, Clayton, & Novicevic, 2013). 

Thus, a stake is based on a set of expectations related to principles of ethics, such as legal or 

moral rights, justice or fairness derived from moral, legal or ethical expectations (Waddock 

& Rasche, 2012, p. 133). In this thesis, I use the original definition of a stakeholder as 

presented by Freeman; any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 

achievement of the organization’s objectives (Freeman, 1984, p. 46 in Laplume et al., 2008, p. 

1160).  

 

However, Dahan et al. (2015) argue that stakeholder theory remains loyal to the time in which 

it was developed, in so far as it does not actively consider the role of the government vis-à-vis 

organizations. According to the authors, shockingly little attention has been paid to the role of 

government, and they therefore developed the Extended Stakeholder Theory (reviewed in 

section 3.2.2) in order to overcome this shortcoming. 

 

Traditionally, stakeholder theory has prioritized stakeholders according to either power or 

legitimacy; however, focusing on only one such aspect does not suffice when attempting to 

grasp the complexity of stakeholder relations, and Mitchell, Agle and Wood therefore 
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developed the Stakeholder Salience Model to facilitate a more comprehensive approach to 

strategic stakeholder management (Mitchell et al., 1997).  

 

Orts and Strudler argue that stakeholder theory is limited by its focus on the interests of 

human participants in business enterprise (2002, p. 215); particularly, stakeholder theory  

runs into intractable philosophical difficulty in providing credible ethical 

principles for business managers in dealing with some topics, such as the natural 

environment, that do not directly involve human beings within a business firm or 

who engage in transactions with a firm (2002, p. 215). 

While this critique is certainly valid, this thesis attempts to sidestep it by involving several 

actors speaking on behalf of the environment in the data. As is evident from section 3.1.4 The 

Canal and the Environment, a vast selection of academics advocate on behalf of the 

environment, and several of the biggest CSOs and NGOs present in the data and analysis of 

this thesis have the protection of the environment as their primary objective. Thus, the 

environment is not without a voice in regard to the canal as it traditionally has been in 

stakeholder theory.  

 

Subsequently, the stakeholder salience model and the extended stakeholder theory will be 

reviewed. The stakeholder salience model will be applied on empirical data, facilitating an 

understanding of which stakeholders are at play in the Nicaraguan society and how these are 

positioned vis-à-vis the canal and each other (chapter 5). This in turn feeds into the discussion 

of the role of the government through employing the extended stakeholder theory (chapter 6). 

Specifically, chapter 6 will explore how government employs its roles in relation to the 

stakeholders identified in the previous chapter. In this way, the analysis (chapter 5) provides 

the empirical background for the discussion (chapter 6).  

 

 

3.2.1 The	Stakeholder	Salience	Model	

The stakeholder salience model constitutes a pragmatic tool for balancing various 

stakeholders’ claims and defining which claims to attend to first. In regard to the canal project 

in Nicaragua, this is useful as analyzing the data based on this model facilitates an 

understanding of the highly dynamic interactions of the canal’s stakeholders, both with each 
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other and in their attempts to influence the canal project. The model is a useful tool for 

mapping stakeholders as it incorporates three dimensions of stakeholder salience (legitimacy, 

power, and urgency); as opposed to traditional stakeholder models, which focus either on the 

normative aspect – i.e. legitimacy – or the aspect of power relations (Mitchell et al., 1997).  

 

Traditional models, regardless of whether they focus on legitimacy or power, all provide a 

rather static map of stakeholders, which does not properly reflect the dynamism of reality 

(Mitchell et al., 1997). Mitchell et al. sidestep this by adding the dimension of urgency 

(definition of attributes in subsequent paragraphs), which provides the highly dynamic aspect 

of the model as it constitutes a dimension along which power and legitimacy are no longer 

competing head-on but may become complementary or measured in terms of urgency to 

determine which stakeholder’s claim warrants attention first (Mitchell et al., 1997). Moreover, 

the authors highlight that power is not a steady variable, power is transitory: it can be 

acquired as well as lost (Mitchell et al., 1997), thus further adding to the dynamism of this 

model and reflecting the changing relationships and interactions between stakeholders and 

organizations.  

 

In terms of the three stakeholder attributes or dimensions, Mitchell et al. (Mitchell et al., 

1997) offer the following definitions: power may be tricky to define, but it is not that difficult 

to recognize: '[it is] the ability of those who possess power to bring about the outcomes they 

desire' (Mitchell et al., 1997), in other words, power is a relationship among social actors in 

which one social actor, A, can get another social actor, B, to do something that B would not 

otherwise have done (Mitchell et al., 1997; Wilson, 2008). This concept, however, only 

focuses on direct (compulsory) power and does not capture diffuse power relations in a 

society. According to Barnett and Duvall (2005) it is insufficient to only focus on compulsory 

power; and this thesis, therefore, argues for the addition of institutional power as presented by 

Barnett and Duvall (2005).  

 

According to these authors, compulsory power is when one actor has direct control over 

another (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 13); while institutional power is when an actor has 

control over socially distant others (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 15) – that is,  
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institutional power is actors’ control of others in indirect ways. Specifically the 

conceptual focus here is on the formal and informal institutions that mediate 

between A and B, as A, working through the rules and procedures that define 

those institutions, guides, steers, and constrains the actions (or non-actions) and 

conditions of existence of others, sometimes even unknowingly (Barnett & Duvall, 

2005, p. 15). 

Thus, compulsory and institutional power exist through the interactions of two actors, through 

direct and indirect interactions, respectively. Barnett and Duvall (2005) also present structural 

power and productive power, both of which are determined by the social relations of 

constitution (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 12). However, due to the nature of the data collected 

for this thesis and the complex and often indirect diffuse nature of power in relations between 

actors, I will focus on compulsory and institutional power as these types of power work 

through interactions of specific actors (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 12).  

 

Meanwhile, Mitchell et al. (Mitchell et al., 1997) define the attribute of legitimacy as a 

generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 

appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions 

(Mitchell et al., 1997). Thus, legitimacy is a desirable social good, that it is something larger 

and more shared than a mere self-perception, and that it may be defined and negotiated 

differently at various levels of social organization (Mitchell et al., 1997). Thus, legitimacy is 

a socially constructed phenomenon, and it is determined based on the society’s perception of 

a stakeholder. In order to determine legitimacy, a review of seven surveys of the general 

public will be presented (section 5.1), in which the public opinion and developments of said 

opinion reflected in the polls will serve as a benchmark for determining the legitimacy of the 

stakeholder groups’ claims. Nonetheless, these surveys do not ask the respondents directly 

about the various stakeholder groups identified in the analysis, and the approximation of 

stakeholder claims regarding the canal to the questions asked in the survey therefore rely on 

the interpretations of the researcher. However, it may prove difficult to determine legitimacy 

in relation to some stakeholder groups, which in turn allows for reflections on the stakeholder 

salience model. Moreover, organizations operating in this context will most likely have access 

to the same type of information, and it is therefore interesting to see how the analysis reflects 

on the theory.  
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Finally, urgency is assessed with regard to 1) time sensitivity – the degree to which 

managerial delay in attending to the claim or relationship is unacceptable to the stakeholder, 

and 2) criticality – the importance of the claim or the relationship to the stakeholder (Mitchell 

et al., 1997); in short, the degree to which stakeholder claims call for immediate action 

(Cornelissen, 2010, p. 50). 

 

 

 The stakeholder salience model is useful 

for mapping stakeholders, as it sorts 

stakeholders into seven different categories 

(Figure 3), thus facilitating an overview of 

stakeholders and an understanding of how 

to balance stakeholder claims. This thesis 

argues that this translates into 

understanding who can influence the canal 

project. Thus, this model facilitates an 

understanding of how the stakeholders 

stand vis-à-vis the canal (who are salient 

and who are weak), which becomes highly 

relevant in the second part of the 

discussion in which this thesis explores 

how the government utilizes its role to 

impact the interactions of stakeholder groups and the canal. The seven different typologies of 

stakeholders are: 1) dormant stakeholder, 2) discretionary stakeholder, 3) demanding 

stakeholder, 4) dominant stakeholder, 5) dangerous stakeholder, 6) dependent stakeholder, 

and 7) definitive stakeholder. The first three categories constitute the latent stakeholders – 

those who only possess one of the three attributes used to determine stakeholder salience, 

while categories four through six constitute the expectant stakeholders – those who possess 

two, and category seven constitute the definitive stakeholders – those who are the most salient 

stakeholders as they possess legitimacy, power and urgency all at once (Cornelissen, 2010; 

Mitchell et al., 1997).  
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The latent stakeholder group is comprised of three stakeholder types: 1) dormant 

stakeholders, who possess power to impose their will on a firm (Mitchell et al., 1997), but 

lack the other two attributes: legitimacy and urgency, which is why they refrain from 

exercising their power (Cornelissen, 2010; Mitchell et al., 1997), 2) discretionary 

stakeholders, who have a legitimate claim, but lack both power and urgency (ibid). Managers 

are under no pressure to engage discretionary stakeholders, though they may choose to do so 

– for example through corporate philanthropy (Cornelissen, 2010; Mitchell et al., 1997), and 

3) demanding stakeholders, whose only attribute is urgency. These stakeholders are the 

‘mosquitoes buzzing in the ears’ of managers: irksome but not dangerous (Mitchell et al., 

1997). Mitchell et al. (1997) argue that managers need not pay attention to demanding 

stakeholders, as the ‘noise’ of urgency is insufficient to project a stakeholder claim beyond 

latency (Mitchell et al., 1997) when stakeholders do not obtain either legitimacy or power to 

accompany it (Cornelissen, 2010; Mitchell et al., 1997).  

 

The expectant stakeholder group is also comprised of three types of stakeholders: 1) dominant 

stakeholders, these enjoy both power and legitimacy and are thereby able to act on their 

legitimate claims with impact to the organization. Moreover, one may expect that dominant 

stakeholders will have some formal mechanism in place that acknowledges the importance of 

their relationship (Mitchell et al., 1997) with the organization (in this case the government). 

This group receives widespread attention from managers, and some scholars have tried to 

establish them as the only stakeholders (Mitchell et al., 1997); 2) dependent stakeholders, 

who lack power but whose claims are both urgent and legitimate. These stakeholders are 

characterized as dependent, as they rely on either benevolent managers or other stakeholders 

yielding power, to impose their claim on the organization (Cornelissen, 2010; Mitchell et al., 

1997). I argue that this dependence on other stakeholders reflects mobility and dynamism in 

the salience model as it sets the stage of consolidation of different stakeholder groups; and 3) 

dangerous stakeholders, who lack legitimacy but yield power and urgency. This type is 

deemed dangerous as the stakeholders often become coercive, and possibly violent, thus 

constituting a real danger to the organization (Cornelissen, 2010; Mitchell et al., 1997).   
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Regarding the aforementioned dynamic aspect of the stakeholder salience model, Mitchell et 

al. highlight the fact that stakeholders may merge with other stakeholders and thus transform 

from low salience status to the highest (Mitchell et al., 1997). This consolidation of 

stakeholder groups has been highlighted as an important aspect by various researchers 

(Laplume et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 1997); and Laplume et al. contend that coalitions 

formed between stakeholder groups… may allow stakeholders to combine their power and 

legitimacy in a way that enhances their bargaining position vis-à-vis firms (2008, p. 1163). 

Moreover, alliances and coalitions among actors of the Nicaraguan society may emerge 

rapidly, and it therefore seems logical to employ a model for analysis that is capable of coping 

with these emerging coalitions.  

 

This notion is supported by Davila and Molina (2015) who strongly advocate for the 

importance of stakeholder-to-stakeholder relationships as such relationships may facilitate the 

creation of new and stronger stakeholder groups, particularly in Latin America. Davila and 

Molina (2015) pioneer the concept of ‘silent stakeholders’, thereby adding to the seven 

categories presented by Mitchell et al. (Mitchell et al., 1997). This concept is developed 

through the analysis of Mexican coffee farmers who, as individuals, were considered non-

stakeholders, yet over time and the formation of a cooperative, the coffee farmers became 

salient stakeholders (Davila & Molina, 2015). This research underscores the importance of 

personal relationships in the Latin American context, as the formation of the cooperative 

would not have been feasible without the connections of the farmers, both between the 

farmers themselves and to actors outside the cooperative (e.g. to a catholic priest and his 

knowledge of support programs for coffee producers).  

 

 

3.2.2 Extended	Stakeholder	Theory	
As previously mentioned, Dahan et al. (2015) brings attention to the fact that the place of 

government in stakeholder theory has received surprisingly scarce attention; in fact, Heath 

and Norman found [it] “astounding how seldom” government is discussed in the stakeholder 

literature (2004, p. 250) (Dahan et al., 2015, p. 665). Thus, Dahan et al. discuss the role of 

government in the business and society interface (2015, p. 665) by using stakeholder theory 

and debating the appropriate role ascribed to governments in stakeholder analysis (in the 
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article aptly named Pivoting the Role of Government in the Business and Society Interface: A 

stakeholder Perspective). Dahan et al. maintain that government traditionally plays one of two 

roles in stakeholder theory: it is either regarded as any other stakeholder of the firm, or as 

upholding the legal framework – the ‘frame’ set by government draws the legal red line that 

firms and their stake- holders cannot cross (2015, p. 668). Hence, governments either operate 

as a generic stakeholder, thereby transforming the laws and regulations of the country to mere 

stakeholder claims, the salience of which the firms can define in relation to the salience of 

other stakeholders’ claims; or governments are not considered stakeholders at all, in which 

case the firm must follow the laws and regulations (Dahan et al., 2015).  

 

However, there are stakeholder relations where the firm is not the focal organization, in the 

sense that it is not the ultimate decision-maker on the issue at hand (Dahan et al., 2015, p. 

668). For these occasions, the authors present two alternative roles for government in 

stakeholder theory – in which the government replaces the firm as the ultimate decision-

makerv. These new roles as presented by Dahan et al. (2015) are intended for use in public 

policy situations in which the government, rather than the firm, is the decision-making entity 

and are as follows: 1) the government may be interfering in the firm’s decisions through 

public policy; that is, governments may act as referees of faced with contradicting social 

demands from various stakeholders. As such, they would ultimately decide where the general 

interest lies (Dahan et al., 2015, p. 669), thus the government may at times at times turn down 

requests from a group of firm-stakeholders (Dahan et al., 2015, p. 669). An example of such 

interference is when governments design industrial policies to steer the economy in a certain 

direction, or when the government designs public policies to overcome market failures. In this 

position, the government is the focal organization, while firms become stakeholder among 

many attempting to influence the ultimate decision-maker on the issue at hand (Dahan et al., 

2015, p. 669).  

 

Alternatively, 2) the government may play the role of advocate for other stakeholders. In this 

scenario, the ultimate decision-maker is one government agency, while another government 

agency is both a stakeholder attempting to influence the decision-maker, and a stakeholder 

representing other stakeholders’ claims (see figure 4 in Appendix 1 for illustration) (Dahan et 
                                                
v (see Appendix 1 for graphic illustration of the four roles of government in stakeholder theory) 
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al., 2015). There are two inherent risks to this last role of government as advocate: 1) the 

frictions that may arise between the two government agencies (the decision-maker and the 

advocate) may cause one to lose legitimacy in the eyes of its stakeholders, and 2) the advocate 

government representing certain stakeholder groups, which are capable of and directly 

engaging the decision-maker on their own, may cause those stakeholder groups to be over 

represented, thus skewing the salience allocation in favor of certain stakeholders’ claims over 

others (Dahan et al., 2015).  

 

These four roles allow for a discussion of the role of government vis-à-vis the canal from two 

perspectives: in the first two roles, the canal is considered from a business perspective, 

whereas the canal is considered a public policy in the last two. This thesis argues that the 

canal is akin to public policy for two reasons: 1) a special law was passed granting permission 

for the construction of the canal, and 2) the canal will impact all of Nicaragua’s population 

(according to the government, the canal will ensure that the Nicaraguan population will be 

better off after the canal construction than before). This distinction between traditional and 

new roles of governments may shed more light on the role of governments in stakeholder 

theory and will thereby help fill the gap which Dahan et al. have identified in the stakeholder 

literature.  

  

Finally, Dahan et al. (2015) highlight that governments assuming the roles of either ‘regular 

stakeholder’ or ‘advocate government’ may use its role to amplify or reduce salience of the 

canals stakeholders – a phenomenon which is further explored in the last section of the 

discussion.  

 

 

4. Methodology		

This chapter outlines the methodology deployed in the quest to answer the research question. 

As such, it will outline the philosophical foundations of the project, the research design, and 

reflections on the strength and weaknesses of the study and data collected.  

 

Ontology concerns the nature of reality (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009, p. 110); that is, 

different ontologies perceive reality in different ways. In positivism and realism truth is 
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perceived to be objective and existing independently of social actors (Saunders et al., 2009); 

while truth in constructivism is perceived to be subjective and socially constructed (Easterby-

Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2012; Saunders et al., 2009). Meanwhile, epistemology concerns 

what constitutes acceptable knowledge (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 119); that is, epistemology 

determines what researchers consider ‘facts’ or acceptable data. Epistemologically, positivists 

rely on observable phenomena for exploring causality and making broad generalizations, 

while realists rely on what our senses show us (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 114) to explain 

phenomena within a context. In contrast to these, constructivists consider facts to be 

subjective – that is, what constitutes facts depends on the interpretations of individuals 

(Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

The epistemological underpinnings of this thesis rest upon constructivism; which is reflected 

in the data analysis: rather than attempting to uncover the objective truth behind the 

statements made by individuals (realism), this thesis works with the individual’s 

interpretations and presentations of reality in the analysis of stakeholder salience. Thus, this 

thesis builds on the multiple perceptions of truths presented by the stakeholders’ statements. 

However, the data collection technique for this thesis is not traditionally constructivist in 

nature, as I was not able to go to Nicaragua to conduct in-depth interviews with the 

stakeholders of the canal. Instead, I have collected 633 newspaper articles in which more than 

100 stakeholder groups made statements about the canal. Thus, this thesis highlights how a 

research project rarely falls neatly into only one philosophical domain (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p. 109).  

 

As categorization is inherently qualitative in nature, and adhering to the constructivist 

philosophy, I recognize my influence on the outcome of this thesis, as the findings of this 

thesis are a product of my interaction with the data collected. Thus, the researcher’s 

interaction with the data and influence on the outcome is not considered problematic (the way 

it would be within positivism), but simply part of the research process (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2012; Saunders et al., 2009). Thus, other researchers replicating this study might not come to 

the same findings as I have. Furthermore, the stakeholder salience model is rooted in 

qualitative method, as the categorization of stakeholders happens according to perceived 

power, legitimacy and urgency (Mitchell et al., 1997). Thus, the reality portrayed, or found, 
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through this model is constructed by its user, i.e. the researcher (me) – which in turn is in 

compliance with social constructivism.  Therefore, social constructionism guides the research 

design and choice of methods for this study.  

 

In comparison, this research could also have been designed based on realism, in which case 

the research would have aimed to uncover the truth behind the subjective interpretations of 

the stakeholders studied (Saunders et al., 2009). This could have been done through the use of 

either qualitative or quantitative methods, and one way could have been to quantify the 

categorizations in order to postulate testable hypotheses. Additionally, a positivist research 

design could have included surveys in order to uncover causalities of interactions between the 

government and stakeholders of the canal. Nonetheless, I chose the constructivist approach. 

 

 

 Research	design	

In order to answer the research question, this thesis is designed as an exploratory and 

embedded single-case study. An exploratory study is a study which aims to seek new insights 

into phenomena, to ask questions, and to assess phenomena in a new light (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 592). This thesis seeks to shed light on the role of the Nicaraguan government vis-à-

vis the stakeholders of the canal through the employment of stakeholder theory. As mentioned 

in chapter 3.1, this helps explore the role of government in stakeholder theory, thereby 

assessing the phenomena in a new light. It also explores the role of the different actors in 

Nicaraguan society and their (re)actions regarding the canal, thereby shedding light on the 

highly complex context in which the canal may be built. In terms of embeddedness, an 

imbedded case study is a case study in which there are multiple sub-units of analysis (Yin, 

2014). In this thesis, the primary unit of analysis is the role played by the government, and the 

subunits are those of the stakeholders in the analysis (salience), and the way in which the 

government interacts with other stakeholders to amplify or reduce their salience vis-à-vis the 

canal.   

 

Nevertheless, case studies, and particularly single-case studies, have been critiqued for being 

of poor validity as they are considered biased toward confirming the researchers preconceived 

hypotheses (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Ragin disproves this claim, as even single-case studies are 
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“multiple in most research efforts because ideas and evidence may be linked in many 

different ways” (Ragin, 1992, p. 225 in Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 398). He is supported by Geertz 

who argues that data collection in itself is a powerful interdisciplinary force: assertive, 

demanding, even coercive  (1992, in Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 398). Hence, in exploring a complex 

phenomenon through a case study, a social sciences researcher will test the theory against all 

aspects of the case and not just be content with a theory or explanation fitting one single 

aspect of the case (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

 

Moreover, Yin argues that single-case studies are particularly relevant because the single case 

can represent the critical test of a significant theory (2014, p. 51, Box 8). Throughout the 

analysis and discussion of this thesis, I reflect on the strengths and limitations of the theories 

employed in this thesis. Thus, this thesis constitutes a critical single-case study.  

 

Though this thesis may appear to be deductive in nature, it is worth noting that the process 

has passed through both a mixture of deduction and induction in so far as I set out to explore 

the data through another theory (the developmental state by Doner et al., 2005); however, 

when I started to read the newspaper articles, I soon realized that this theory did not fit the 

case. I, therefore, began the process of changing the theoretical framework and have 

consistently revisited the data in the process of choosing a more adequate theory. Thus, I have 

used a mixture of deductive and inductive approaches in this thesis.  

 

 

 Data	Presentation	and	Processing	

The primary data collected for this research consists of 633 newspaper articles from five 

different Nicaraguan print media: La Voz Del Sandinismo and El 19 Digital, which are pro-

government, El Nuevo Diario which identifies as independent, and El Confidencial and La 

Prensa, which are against the current government. The articles were collected primarily 

through a dropbox folder managed by Centro Humboldt in Nicaragua. This research center 

forms part of Grupo Cocibolca, which may be reflected in the comparatively larger number of 

articles from government-critical newspapers. Thus, I supplemented these articles with 

articles found through google searches on keywords including ‘canal+nicaragua’, 

‘nicaragua+interoceanic+canal’, ‘gran canal interoceánico’, etc. Information on the 
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stakeholders selected for the analysis (selection explained below) was then complemented by 

information on the stakeholders from their websites, and publicly available reports or 

slideshows (often found on their websites).  

 

Moreover, in order to determine legitimacy (which is a socially constructed phenomenon 

(Mitchell et al., 1997), I used eight polls on the general public. These were conducted by 

highly renowned firms such as CID Gallup and M&R Consultores. Three of these polls were 

published in El Confidencial and four in El Nuevo Diario. The last poll is from 

AmericasBarometer 2015 as part of Vanderbilt University’s Latin America Public Opinion 

Project. The surveys reportedly have been administered to a representative sample of the 

population and have a margin of error estimated between  +/- 2.41 and 2.8%, and a 95% 

confidence level.    
 

The fact that the data have been collected from both pro- and anti-government newspapers 

helps overcome bias in the data, which is of particular importance, as I have not been part of 

the interview-processes but rely on the data collected by Nicaraguan journalists. In total, 56 

articles were collected from La Voz Del Sandinismo, 81 from El 19 Digital, and 91 from El 

Nuevo Diario, compared to 172 from El Confidencial and 233 from La Prensa. Thus, the vast 

majority of data stems from sources which are critical of the Nicaraguan government; 

however, I have attempted to overcome this inherent bias by cross-checking the positions 

expressed by stakeholders in one newspaper to those of the same stakeholders in other 

newspapers.  

 

The articles were published between June 6, 2013 and August 28, 2015. This facilitates a 

longitudinal dimension to this research project because statements have been on a continues 

basis throughout the two-year timeframe. This is particularly relevant in uncovering the 

dynamics between different stakeholder groups, and between the government and these 

stakeholder groups, as it shows the development in relationships between the various actors. 

 

Employing the method of categorization, a thorough mapping exercise was then conducted. 

This revealed more than 107 stakeholder groups, which were formed on the basis of 

affiliation (e.g. belonging to a specific NGO, company or political party). These were 
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subsequently grouped into the eight stakeholder groups selected for the analysis (see 

Appendix 2).  Additionally, the stakeholder group labelled General Public has been included 

as it entails seven surveys on representative samples of the Nicaraguan population and 

therefore come to serve as an indicator with which the attribute of legitimacy of the other 

stakeholder groups’ claims are judged. The groupings of the stakeholder entities were formed 

on the premise of either kinship of stakeholder claims or the fact that members of one entity 

are also members of another; for example, the NGOs have been collected in one stakeholder 

group as several individuals speak on behalf of multiple organizationsvi. Additionally, many 

of the NGOs advocate on behalf of the same cause, and their salience is, therefore, considered 

to be similar.  

   

The primary qualitative method employed in this thesis contains elements of categorizing 

data, which involves two activities: developing categories and, subsequently, attaching these 

categories to meaningful chunks of data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 492). Two types of 

categories were derived for the interpretation of data: one based on the stakeholder salience 

model (applied in chapter 5), and another based on the extended stakeholder theory (applied 

in chapter 6). Within the first categorization, seven categories were derived based on the 

stakeholder salience modelvii; meanwhile the second categorization was further subdivided 

into: 1) four roles of governmentviii, and 2) ‘amplifying’ and ‘reducing’ which relate to how 

the government uses its role(s) to interact with or impact upon stakeholders of the canal. 

These categories were then applied to the data in the analysis and discussion (unitizing the 

data) (Saunders et al., 2009), respectively. Saunders et al. (2009) add two steps to the 

unitizing: developing testable propositions and quantifying the data (though the latter is 

optional). While I have tested propositions throughout the analytical process (e.g. through 

looking for statements by a stakeholder group which counter the opinion expressed by the 

same group previously), I have not engaged in quantifying the data.  

 

                                                
vi Even though Centro Humboldt primarily is a research institute and therefore constitutes a CSO, it has been 
grouped with NGOs as it forms part of the NGO-constellation Grupo Cocibolca. Definition from: 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/CSO/0,,contentMDK:22511723~pagePK:220503~pi
PK:220476~theSitePK:228717,00.html  
vii 1) Dormant stakeholder, 2) discretionary stakeholder, 3) demanding stakeholder, 4) dominant stakeholder, 5) 
dangerous stakeholder, 6) dependent stakeholder, and 7) definitive stakeholder. 
viii 1) Regular stakeholder, 2) legal framework, 3) interfering government, and 4) advocate government. 
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Furthermore, the stakeholders have been grouped based on similar stakeholder claims and 

positions vis-à-vis the canal; for example, the indigenous communities and the non-

indigenous communities living in the Zone of Expropriations are both concerned with the 

protection of their rights and staying in their home and on their lands. The difference between 

the two groups lies within the status of indigenous or non-indigenous, and this has been 

defined based on how they were identified in the data (e.g. of the Rama Indians v. farmer, 

villager, or shop owner). 

 

Finally, the vast majority of material used for this thesis is Spanish, and as my first language 

is not Spanish, I have consulted with various colleagues and friends whose mother tongue is 

Spanish. I have done so ensure that quotes convey the original message.    

 

 

 Delimitations	

There are three principal delimitations to this thesis: 1) the period researched is from June 

2013 to August 2015, both months included; and 2) the focus is on Nicaraguan stakeholders.  

 

Firstly, the time frame for the data was set in reference to Law 840 being passed by the 

National Assembly and the commencement of this research project. As the debate on the 

construction of the canal is concurrent with the research being conducted, I aimed to gain an 

overview of the data by setting a timeframe for the generation of data so as to ensure that 

articles were not overlooked.  

 

Secondly, this thesis recognizes the importance of other countries’ governments and 

international organizations (as evidenced by Nicaragua’s history), but I have chosen to focus 

on exploring the interactions between national stakeholders. This choice has not been made to 

belittle the influence of, for example, American interests, but due to limits in scope. 

Moreover, much literature already exists on the canal project from a geopolitical standpoint, 

whereas I have identified a gap in the literature with regard to the national stakeholders and 

their interactions with the Nicaraguan government in relation to the canal project. 
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Finally, those national stakeholder groups which have not been treated in this thesis may also 

be salient. For example, the military and religious leaders may have an influence on the 

decisions made by the stakeholders analyzed. However, limits on time and space meant that 

compliance with the minimum number of statements made was necessary. 

 

 

5. Analyzing	Salience	of	the	Canal’s	Stakeholders		
This chapter analyzes the salience of the nine stakeholder groups selected in the mapping 

(please refer to Appendix 2 for list of selected stakeholders). Recalling the stakeholder 

salience model from chapter 3, stakeholder groups are ascribed levels of salience based on 

three attributes: power, legitimacy, and urgency (Cornelissen, 2010; Laplume et al., 2008; 

Mitchell et al., 1997). As demonstrated in chapter 3, this thesis expands the concept of power 

in the traditional stakeholder model to include institutional power as defined by Barnett and 

Duvall (2005). As discussed in chapters 3 and 4, this thesis employs surveys on the general 

public’s opinion on the canal as a point of reference for estimating legitimacy. Thus, this 

chapter seeks to answer the first half of the research question – who are the salient 

stakeholders of the canal? The chapter will be structured as follows: first, an overview of the 

polls of the general public is presented, which is followed by an analysis of each of the nine 

stakeholder groups identified. This analysis entails a brief presentation of the stakeholder 

groups followed by an analysis of their salience.  

 

 

 General	Public	

In July 2013, a survey of the general public’s opinion on and expectations to the canal 

conducted by M&R Consultores (M&R Consultants) was published in El Nuevo Diario, in 

which 70.1% [of Nicaraguans, ed.] have great expectations to the construction of the 

interoceanic canal (Córdoba, 2013, para. 1)17. By January 2015, 43% of the respondents to 

CID Gallup’s poll indicated that they were certain that the canal will be constructed, while 

39% believed that the canal may be constructed (Salinas Maldonado, 2015, para. 12), and 

18% expressed doubts that the canal will be constructed (Salinas Maldonado, 2015), thus 

indicating a shift from a very high level of certainty towards larger uncertainty regarding the 

canal.  
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In terms of credibility of the messages related to the canal, the Nicaraguans attach most 

credibility to the generation of jobs (Córdoba, 2013). This is further explored in a survey by 

the North American Vanderbilt University; 72.8% of the Nicaraguans believe that the 

megaproject will generate jobs (Aburto, 2015e, para. 1)18; thus the Nicaraguan population is 

hoping for economic development through the canal as  

51% believes that it [the canal, ed.] will help the economic development of the 

country. Nonetheless, the negative aspects have been growing. 43.3% of the 

respondents, that is more than four in every 10, showed concern for the 

environmental damages that the canal will cause (Aburto, 2015e, para. 6)19. 

 

According to this study, the hope for positive impacts have overshadowed the concerns 

(Aburto, 2015e). The study reaffirms that the opposition to the canal was stronger the closer 

to the canal route the respondents live – i.e. those living in the northern part of Nicaragua 

support the canal significantly more than those living close to it (Aburto, 2015e). However, 

the study warns that the trend of positive expectations overshadowing the negative ones may 

be changing, as 91.3% of respondents were against the expropriations (Aburto, 2015e),  

the Nicaraguan public is not convinced that the government has the right to 

expropriate, not even in the name of national interest, if the owners [of the 

properties in question, ed.] do not agree (Aburto, 2015e, para. 11)20. 

Furthermore, the study warns that this opposition to expropriations may only grow stronger as 

the canal project proceeds and the threat of expropriations grows more real (Aburto, 2015e; 

Coleman, 2015).  

 

In September 2014, M&R Consultores conducted another survey of the general public’s 

opinion, in which almost a third (30.3%) of Nicaraguans expressed concerns that the canal 

would damage Lake Cocibolca, while 62.2% believed that the construction of the canal will 

help preserve and restore the lake (El Nuevo Diario, 2014a). In fact, comparing this survey to 

the data from 2012 shows an increase in the approval of 13.4 [percentage points, ed.] in two 

years (El Nuevo Diario, 2014a, para. 3). This survey is noteworthy as it contains a specific 

inquiry of opinion among those living in the future route of the canal (i.e. the municipality of 

Río San Juan, San Carlos, Bluefields, and Rivas) of whom 50% approved of the canal (El 
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Nuevo Diario, 2014a). It is worth noting that this survey demonstrates increased rates of 

approval the further away from the affected zones the respondents lived. However, in a survey 

conducted by M&R Consultores in December 2014, 44.2% of the respondents from the canal 

route indicated that they are against the canal construction (they support the 16 protests which 

took place throughout southern Nicaragua in December 2014); while 44.6% indicated that 

they support the construction of the canal (i.e. they do not support the protests) (Córdoba, 

2015), thus indicating decreasing supporter for the canal in the Zone of Expropriations. In 

fact, El Confidencial highlights how the approval of the Canal among the people living in the 

supposed route decreased by eight percentage points in comparison to September, when the 

favorable opinion marked 50% (El Confidencial, 2015, para. 3)21.  

 

Comparatively, according to the poll by M&R Consultores from September 2014, only 10.2% 

of the population completely disapproves of the canal, while 27.8% only partially approve, 

and 61.4% completely approves (El Nuevo Diario, 2014a). These figures vary from those of a 

similar survey conducted by CID Gallup in September 2014, in which 53% of the population 

supports the canal (Córdoba, 2014). These numbers, however, changed in CID Gallup’s 

January, 2015-poll in which 

41% of the respondents stated that they support the [project, ed.] “a lot”, while 

21% said they support it “some”, 17% indicated that they support it “little”, and 

a similar percentage responded that they “do no support to the canal at all” 

(Salinas Maldonado, 2015, para. 11); 

thereby indicating a decrease in unconditional support of the canal. Specifically, the 

significant increase in percentage which completely disapproves of the canal is worth noting, 

as it is concurrent with an increase in the group of respondent which partially approve of the 

canal (now at 38%, up from M&R Consultores’ poll of 27.8% from four months prior).  

 

Additionally, 56.4% of the respondents to M&R Consultores’ survey from September, 2014, 

believe that the canal will bring them many benefits (El Nuevo Diario, 2014a, illustration), 

while 23.7% answered some, 6.9% believes the canal will bring between some and none (El 

Nuevo Diario, 2014a, illustration), and 10.9% believes that the canal will bring them no 

benefit (El Nuevo Diario, 2014a, illustration). Extending the question as to whether or not the 

canal will bring benefits to those owning properties along the canal route, 65% of the 
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respondents believed that the property owners will benefit from the canal, while 25.4% 

believed that the canal will be detrimental to them, and 9.6% does not know (El Nuevo 

Diario, 2014a).    

 

With regard to the concession-granting process of the canal, 54% of the population supported 

the brief process of granting the concession to HKND, while 39% rejected the concession 

(Salinas Maldonado, 2015). It is noteworthy that a high percentage of the population rejected 

the concession, yet still supported the canal (according to this study 17% do not support the 

canal at all). Nonetheless, a total of 34% either did not support the canal or only supported it a 

little, which may indicate a correlation between acceptance of the concession and support for 

the canal.  

 

Moreover, the development and opinions of the general public with regard to the canal will 

serve as an indicator for the legitimacy of the stakeholder groups analyzed in this thesis, as 

stakeholder legitimacy is assessed with reference to societal norms, values and accepted 

behaviors (Mitchell et al., 1997). As discussed in chapter 4, the data in these polls is 

statistically significant and highly representative; yet it does not necessarily reflect the 

opinion of the general public on the different stakeholder groups, as the questions have been 

focused on the canal. Nonetheless, it is the best data available, as there are no surveys on the 

general public’s opinion on the different stakeholder groups. Therefore, I will infer opinions 

about stakeholder groups from this section.  

 

 

 Zone	of	Expropriations:	Indigenous	and	Non-Indigenous	Communities	

The stakeholder groups labeled ‘indigenous communities’ and ‘non-indigenous communities’ 

are grouped into one stakeholder group (Zone of Expropriations) in this analysis, as they 

constitute those populations directly affected by the construction of the canal; hence, they will 

be forced to give up their ancestral grounds and move to other locations. As mentioned in 

chapter 4, the differences between the groups of indigenous and non-indigenous communities 

lies in the fact that some of the stakeholders are referred to as indigenous or belonging to an 

indigenous community, while others are referred to by occupation or simply age in the 

newspaper articles on which this analysis rests. However, these are treated as one stakeholder 
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group as they are represented by some of the same entities (NGOs and social movements) and 

because they appear similar in regard to the salience attributes explored below. Moreover, 

these stakeholders, on an individual level, are all silent stakeholders (cf. definition presented 

in Davila & Molina, 2015) who gain salience when acting collectively (either in the form of 

organizations of indigenous communities or through protests). Thus, the stakeholders in the 

group of Zone of Expropriations consist of the non-indigenous communities and the 

indigenous communities that are primarily from the Rama and Kriol tribes.  

 

The stakeholder claim put forward by these stakeholder groups is similar: They do not wish to 

move from their homes. However, the two groups differ in terms of their claims, as the 

indigenous communities rights to their ancestral lands and territories are protected by both 

Nicaraguan and international laws ensuring their right to free, prior, and informed consult 

(Álvarez M., 2015), whereas the non-indigenous populations are not specifically exempt from 

expropriations. Thus, there are laws in place to protect the lands of indigenous communities; 

however, with the current concession and construction of the canal, these laws are not being 

upheld by the Nicaraguan government (as discussed in section 2.4.2). 

 

In terms of assessing legitimacy of this stakeholder group, it is interesting that 91.3% of the 

Nicaraguan population does not support expropriations in relation to the canal (Aburto, 

2015e). This rejection of the planned expropriations supports both the indigenous and non-

indigenous communities’ claim against the canal, which in turn indicates that this stakeholder 

group’s claim enjoys legitimacy as perceived by the population. It is important to note that the 

high legitimacy of these stakeholders’ wish to stay on their lands does not mean that the 

general population is against the construction of the canal – they are against the forceful 

removal of citizens from their homes, thus granting the stakeholder claim of the indigenous 

and non-indigenous communities living in the Zone of Expropriations high legitimacy. 

Moreover, movements are forming across indigenous and non-indigenous communities; for 

example, the Consejo (see section 5.9). This movement augments the legitimacy of both 

stakeholder groups and thereby allows them to form a more salient stakeholder group through 

consolidation, thus demonstrating the flexibility inherent to the stakeholder salience model 

(Laplume et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 1997). 
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In terms of the stakeholder group’s ability to impact the canal project (power), the group has 

made various efforts: The non-indigenous communities living in the Zone of Expropriations 

have attempted to overturn the popular opinion of the canal by protesting against the canal to 

raise awareness of its impact on their lives, which may have yielded some effect in regard to 

the legitimacy of the stakeholder group’s claim (as per the massive objection to 

expropriations); however, the support for the canal remains high (Córdoba, 2014; El Nuevo 

Diario, 2014a; Salinas Maldonado, 2015). Meanwhile, the indigenous communities filed a 

suit of unconstitutionality with the Nicaraguan supreme court in August 2013, which was 

rejected in December that same year (see section 2.4.1). The community has also released 

public letters to the Nicaraguan government, in which they refer to their rights to free and 

prior consults, which also does not appear to have impacted the outcome of the canal. 

However, the Canal Commission held ‘consults’ with the communities in the Zone of 

Expropriations in which the villagers could obtain information regarding the canal process, 

and ask questions (Álvarez M., 2014b; López, 2014a). Nevertheless, these consults have 

received critique for not answering the questions, but rather raising more (Álvarez M., 2014b; 

López, 2014a). It therefore seems that the real impact of this stakeholder group on the canal 

has been minimal.  

 

Nonetheless, with the support of CENIDH, the indigenous communities filed a suit of 

unconstitutionality against the Nicaraguan government with the IACHR on January 28, 2014 

(Martínez & Edición Digital, 2015; Elízabeth Romero, 2015). They hope that the pre-existing 

Nicaraguan and international laws will urge the international organization to put pressure on 

the Nicaraguan government to abandon the project because any project that the government 

intends to carry out in this territory [indigenous, ed.] cannot be done in isolation from the 

indigenous communities and peoples  (Norwin Solano, lawyer at CENIDH, in La Prensa, 

2014a)22. On March 14th, 2015, representatives of the indigenous communities and 11 CSOs 

pleaded their case before the IACHR, while representatives of the government was there to 

advocate on behalf of the canal (Aburto, 2015d; Confidencial Digital, 2015; Espinoza Flores, 

2015; Martínez & Edición Digital, 2015). By the end of the data collection period of this 

thesis, the results of these presentations had not yet been announced.  
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It is remarkable that the Canal Commission and HKND have announced plans to negotiate 

compensations with owners of properties individually;  

In regard to the mechanism of the acquisition of land, “that will be discussed with 

the community, with the people on a case-to-case basis, because you cannot set a 

standard price for properties that are totally different” [Telémaco Talavera] 

explained (Quintero, 2014)23. 

This divides the stakeholder group into many individual, silent stakeholders (cf. definition by 

Davila & Molina, 2015) and thereby subtracts from the salience achieved through collective 

action.  

 

Finally, both the indigenous and non-indigenous stakeholder groups consider their claim to be 

urgent: it is highly time sensitive, as they will be forced to leave their homes if the canal 

project becomes a reality and projected route. Likewise, the two stakeholder groups perceive 

their claims to be of high criticality, which is evidenced by many organized protests and the 

group’s general opposition to the canal (López, 2014c; Matamoros, 2014; Elizabeth Romero, 

2014b; Villarreal Bello, 2015);  

our families have lived in this place for like 200 years, and now that the 

community has water, a stadium, a school, churches, and the streets are even 

being paved, they come to tell us that we will have to leave, and I assure you that 

nobody wants to be removed (Villarreal & Álvarez M., 2014b, para. 9)24. 

 

In conclusion, this stakeholder group can be categorized as a dependent stakeholder according 

to the stakeholder salience model (see Figure 4 for graphical illustration). However, the 

outcome of the hearing before the IACHR may change this of the commission rules in favor 

of the indigenous communities. In contrast, if the Canal Commission is successful at turning 

the stakeholder groups into individual stakeholders (cf. the plan to negotiate with land owners 

individually), then this group may be turned into silent stakeholders. Nonetheless, the 

continued protests appear to indicate that this strategy is not successful. Moreover, coupling 

the continued protests of the canal with the fact that some villagers have promised armed 

uprising upon expropriations (Garth Medina, 2015) may bring back fears of renewed civil 

unrest (a la the Contra War of the 1980s, see section 2.2). This is, of course, merely 
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speculations, but it will be interesting to see how the canal and the Nicaraguan government 

may respond to such threats.  

 

 

 Canal	Commission	

The Canal Commission is the governmental agency established to oversee decisions regarding 

the canal, such as the approval of feasibility studies; 

the entity named authority of the Grand Canal of Nicaragua, will represent the 

State of the Republic of Nicaragua in the creation and establishment of a 

company for the construction and operation of the Grand Canal in Nicaragua 

(Ortega Saavedra, 2012, art. 1)25. 

 

Assessing the legitimacy of the Canal Commission is rather complex as the respondents to the 

polls were not asked their opinion on the Canal Commission, but rather on the canal itself. 

Nonetheless, the main message communicated by the Canal Commission is that everybody 

will be better off after the canal than before (Telémaco Talavera, spokesperson, in La Voz Del 

Sandinismo, 2014a). This is also a message which is widely believed by the general 

population as reflected in the poll answers presented above (section 5.1). Thus, the population 

appears to believe the messages communicated by the Canal Commission regarding the canal, 

which may be an indicator of the trust put in the Canal Commission. Although this 

demonstrates that the general public perceives the canal to be legitimate, this thesis argues 

that this trust may also be hinting at legitimacy of the Canal Commission. This may be further 

supported by the fact that 54% of the population supports the concession-granting process 

(Salinas Maldonado, 2015) – a process in which the Canal Commission was created; 

however, 39% reject the concession, which may indicate lower levels of legitimacy for the 

Canal Commission. Additionally, the Canal Commission is not popular among those living in 

the Zone of Expropriations, as these argue that the sessions held to provide them with 

information on the canal have merely lead to more questions instead of providing answers 

(Álvarez M., 2014b; López, 2014a). 

 

However, some scholars (Mitchell et al., 1997) argue that legitimacy is based on the existence 

of a contract between two entities, and thus, if one considers Laws 800 and 840 to be 
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contractual agreements between the Canal Commission and the canal, then the Canal 

Commission does have legitimacy.  

 

In terms of power, the Canal Commission is one of the decision-making entities with regard 

to the canal, and the Canal Commission, therefore, directly controls the actions of the canal, 

an ability which was granted the Canal Commission by the formal institutions of the Laws 

800 and 840. An expression of this power came into play when ERM submitted the 

preliminary findings of the EIAS, as the Canal Commission had to revise these and give a “go 

ahead” for the canal project or demand revisions based on the findings. One such revision was 

made in regard to the used of explosives in the excavation of the canal (Olivares, 2014b). 

Nonetheless, Aguilar (2014) has raised the possibility of the concession being skewed in 

favor of the concessionaire leaving the Canal Commission and the Nicaraguan government 

without real decision-making abilities over the canal (cf. section 3.1.3). This is a valid point, 

but assessing the validity of the claim is beyond the scope of this thesis, which therefore relies 

on abovementioned example as an expression of power.  Regardless, it appears likely that the 

Canal Commission will only wield power over the canal project in the construction phase, as 

the operation of the canal will pertain to HKND for the first 50 years at least (see chapter 

2.4.2). This would then indicate a future shift in power relations regarding the canal, and 

thereby underscores the dynamic aspect of the stakeholder salience model.  

 

Finally, the Canal Commission must consider its claim on the canal to be urgent, as the 

construction of the canal and its sub-projects cannot commence without the approval of the 

Canal Commission. Moreover, the Canal Commission would not exist were it not for the 

canal itself – the two exist in effect of each other – which further adds to both the time 

sensitivity and criticality of the commission’s claim on the canal.  

 

In sum, the Canal Commission can be tentatively classified as a definitive stakeholder (see 

Figure 4), though this rests on an interpretative assessment of legitimacy. If one does not 

consider the Canal Commission to be legitimate, then it would be classified as a dangerous 

stakeholder. This need for interpretative assessments of legitimacy reflects a limitation to the 

stakeholder salience model, as conducting national polls on legitimacy of individual 

stakeholders presumably is beyond the scope of most decision-makers.  
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 Hong	Kong	Nicaragua	Development	Group	(HKND)	

HKND is the concessionaire to the canal project, and as such have construction and 

operational rights to the canal for the first 50 to 100 years of the canal’s operations. HKND 

was, like the Canal Commission, to build the interoceanic canal in Nicaragua.  

 

As with the legitimacy of the Canal Commission, assessing the legitimacy of HKND is 

problematic. If one follows the definition of legitimacy by Mitchell et al. (1997) (see section 

3.2.1), then the national polls do not offer much in terms of legitimacy of the firm. However, 

if one considers legitimacy to be present qua the presence of a contract between two entities, 

then HKND is in fact legitimate: HKND can be considered to hold legitimacy due to the 

concession granted the firm (i.e. the existence of a legal contract) – a concession which is 

supported by 54% and opposed by 39% of the population (Salinas Maldonado, 2015). 

However, the concession can also be considered the reason that HKND does not have 

legitimacy regarding the canal. The latter point is based on the argument of canal critics (e.g. 

Baltodano in La Prensa, 2014b) who claim that the canal concession is unconstitutional and 

therefore should be considered null and void, thereby removing legitimacy from HKND. This 

distinction in positions paints a picture of a divided Nicaraguan population and clearly 

demonstrates how perceptions of legitimacy may differ significantly depending on the levels 

of social organization (Mitchell et al., 1997).  

 

Moreover, those living in the Zone of Expropriations have expressed negative sentiments 

towards the Chinese (Villarreal & Álvarez M., 2014a, 2014b), which may be an expression of 

distrust and fear of losing their homes. In conclusion, HKND may be considered to hold 

legitimacy due to the existence of a contract, while severe criticism of this contract may be 

said to undermine this legitimacy. However, the Nicaraguan government, as we will see in 

chapter 6.2 is very eager to boost legitimacy of HKND, and the company is therefore 

considered to ‘borrow’ from the legitimacy of the Nicaraguan government.  

 

In contrast, it is no difficult task to determine that HKND wields significant power over the 

canal project. For further details on HKNDs extensive powers in the canal building process 

and following operations, please refer to chapter 2.4.2.  
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Likewise, HKND is considered to have high urgency, as the claims on the canal put forward 

by HKND are both time-sensitive and critical to the firm. Simply put, the canal must cater to 

HKND’s desires immediately in order to become a reality, as failing to do so could end in 

HKND pulling out (as opposed to the government, HKND can pull out of the contract with no 

repercussions, see section 2.4.2).  

 

In conclusion, HKND can be classified as a definitive stakeholder (see Figure 4). However, 

those arguing for a repeal of laws 800 and 840 because of the unconstitutional nature of the 

concession (see section 2.4.2) might consequently argue that HKND’s presence in Nicaragua 

is also unconstitutional (i.e. illegitimate), in which case HKND would become a dangerous 

stakeholder.  

 

 

 Grupo	Cocibolca	

The Grupo Cocibolca is a coalition of eight NGOs and CSOs which underscores the 

flexibility of stakeholders to form new alliances to improve their position vis-à-vis the canal 

(Mitchell et al., 1997). Grupo Cocibolca comprises the following organizations: 1) Centro 

Humboldt (research center); 2) Fundación Popol Na (‘Foundation Popol Na’; NGO for social 

change, involvement of citizens and local governments); 3) Academia de Ciencias de 

Nicaragua (‘Nicaragua’s Academy of Sciences’, henceforth ACN); 4) Fundación del Río 

(‘Foundation of the River’; NGO focusing on conservation and development of South-Eastern 

Nicaragua); 5) Centro de Asistencia Legal a Pueblos Indígenas (‘Center of Legal Assistance 

for Indigenous Communities’, CALPI for its Spanish abbreviation); 6) Red Local (‘Local 

Network’; NGO working with local development, decentralization of government, and 

participation of the citizenry); 7) Fundación Nicaragüense para el Desarrollo Sostenible 

(‘Nicaraguan Foundation for Sustainable Development’; NGO working to promote 

environmentally sustainable development); and 8) Boletín Ecológico (Ecological Review; 

media of communication of scientific, environmental news and communications). Thus, 

Grupo Cocibolca is considered to represent various actors from various levels in the 

Nicaraguan society, including the environment, which cannot speak for itself. 
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The primary concern of Grupo Cocibolca is related to promoting an open dialogue and 

generate national awareness of the new context and impacts of the projects (Grupo 

Cocibolca, 2014, para. 3)26. Specifically, the group has been concerned with conducting 

research on the effects of the canal, the results of which its members have been disbursing 

through, for example, events. 

 

Once again, the polls (section 6.1) do not reflect the general population’s opinion on Grupo 

Cocibolca. However, considering that one of the major concerns promoted by Grupo 

Cocibolca regarding the canal is that of the damages to the environment, one may argue that 

the general Nicaraguan population listens to the Grupo Cocibolca – the primary concern 

revealed in the national polls is related to environmental damages (cf. Aburto, 2015e). 

Moreover, Grupo Cocibolca may draw on the legitimacy of the individual entities forming the 

group, and as Centro Humboldt and the ACN consist of the foremost Nicaraguan scientists, 

one may expect some of their legitimacy to transfer to Grupo Cocibolca. This is based on the 

fact that members of these two entities consequently are referred to as ‘experts’ in the 

newspaper articles (across the five newspapers), thereby framing them as authorities on their 

respective areas.  

 

Furthermore, Grupo Cocibolca may also draw on the legitimacy ascribed to the stakeholder 

group Zone of Expropriations, as the group is also opposing the forced expropriations – 

thereby part of their stakeholder claim draws legitimacy from the fact that 91.3% of the 

general population is against the expropriations (Aburto, 2015e).  

 

In regard to influence on the canal, members of Grupo Cocibolca participated in an 

international workshop on the canal project hosted by Florida’s International University in 

March 2015 (Nicaragua Canal Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 2015). This 

workshop reviewed the preliminary findings of the EIAS and provided feedback in the form 

of specific concerns and general comments. ERM subsequently responded to these, by for 

example incorporating them into the EIAS (ERM, 2015); and pending the review of the EIAS 

by the Canal Commission, Grupo Cocibolca may have influenced the outcome of the canal. If 

the canal project is amended as a result of one of the comments made by the review panel, 
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then Grupo Cocibolca can be said to have influenced the canal project. The review, however, 

was not done by the time data collection for this thesis concluded.  

 

Moreover, Grupo Cocibolca was among the 11 CSOs who presented their cases against the 

canal before the IACHR on March 14, 2015 (Álvarez M., 2015). As for the other stakeholder 

groups having presented before the IACHR (Zone of Expropriations and CENIDH), the 

outcome of the rulings and recommendations made by this commission on human rights will 

determine the level of influence these groups have on the canal. That is, if the rulings are in 

favor of the canal, the influence of these groups will be further undermined, while their 

influence will significantly increase if the IACHR support their claims. This type of influence 

through international institutions is a great example of institutional power, and is thus an 

example of how Barnett and Duvall’s (2005) power terminology is relevant within 

stakeholder theory.  

 

When members of Grupo Cocibolca make statements in the four newspapers from which data 

has been collected for this thesis, it becomes evident that the group is highly critical of the 

canal project, and that the group has been struggling with attracting the attention of the 

national government to the group’s concerns regarding the canal. For example, Monica 

Baltodano Lopez expressed the group’s relief that the government was obligated to participate 

in the hearing before the IACHR because the comments of the Commissioners [of the IACHR, 

ed.] internationally confirm the concerns and objections which we have raised at the national 

level (Álvarez M., 2015, para. 6)27. Additionally, Maria Luisa Acosta from CALPI (part of 

Grupo Cocibolca) expressed her frustrations with the Canal Commission’s claims of 

complying with laws on required consulting with indigenous communities prior to granting 

concessions on their lands;  

what the government has done “can under no circumstances be called a free, 

prior and informed consult. That papers signed by the people appear does not 

comply with the international standard of promotion and protection of the human 

rights of indigenous communities” (Álvarez M., 2015, para. 9)28. 

These examples, express the level of urgency that this group ascribes to its claim against the 

canal.  
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Thus, Grupo Cocibolca may tentatively be categorized as a dependent stakeholder. However, 

pending the outcome of the EIAS review by the National Assembly, and the final outcome of 

the presentations before the IACHR, this group may have more influence on the canal project 

than currently anticipated. This, in turn, may indicate that Grupo Cocibolca resides in a grey 

area between being a dependent stakeholder and a definitive one (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 The	Private	Sector	

The private sector is represented by COSEP (Council of Private Enterprises29) and the CNC 

(National Chamber of Construction30). COSEP is a not-for-profit civil association formed by 

the 22 chambers and industry organizations representing the private sector (the productive 

and health sectors,31 “Qué es COSEP?”, para. 3). One of these chambers is the National 

Chamber of Construction [CNC], which is why these two stakeholders have been grouped 

into one as part of COSEP’s job is to pursue its members’ interests (COSEP, n.d.). Moreover, 

the two individuals generating the vast majority of the statements from COSEP and the CNC 

were president of COSEP, José Adan Aguerri, and president of the CNC, Benjamín Lanzas. 

Coincidentally, these two are also the two individuals who represent COSEP at the canal’s 

Technical Advisory Committee to the Commission32 [Advisory Committee] (Baca & 

Vásquez, 2013; Rivas, 2013), thereby further cementing the logic behind treating the two as 

one stakeholder.  

 

The private sector’s claim on the canal is four-fold: 1) Private property rights must be 

respected, 2) creation of linkages and spillovers will lead to development, 3) concern for the 

environment, and 4) ensuring that Nicaraguans are employed in the construction of the canal 

(as far as possible) (Baca & Vásquez, 2013; Chávez, 2014; El 19 Digital, 2014; El Nuevo 

Diario, 2014b, 2014d; E. García, 2013).  

 

In October, 2013, COSEP participated in a field trip to China to visit Wang Jing (Baca & 

Vásquez, 2013), and upon returning from that trip, COSEP has formed part of an Advisory 

Committee to the canal project (Baca & Vásquez, 2013; Rivas, 2013). Through the Advisory 

Committee, COSEP has confronted the Canal Commission and HKND with the concerns of 

the Nicaraguan public on several occasions (e.g. Olivares, 2014a). Specifically, COSEP has 
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advocated the importance of environmental concerns, the integration of all Nicaraguan 

industries, and reimbursements for expropriated property at market value (Baca & Vásquez, 

2013; Chávez, 2014; El 19 Digital, 2014; El Nuevo Diario, 2014b, 2014d).  

 

Considering the massive opposition to the expropriations and COSEP’s primary concern 

being the protection of property rights, it may be inferred that COSEP’s stakeholder claim 

enjoys legitimacy among the general population. This argument is underscored by the suit of 

unconstitutionality which COSEP filed against the canal concession on account of protection 

of private property in July, 2013 (Aburto, 2013), though it was rejected along in December 

2013 (E. García, 2013). What is more, the assurance made to COSEP by HKND and the 

Canal Commission that everybody will be better off after the canal construction than before 

(Enríquez & Navarro, 2014) can be seen to augment the private sector’s stakeholder claim.  

This, in turn, can be seen to increase the legitimacy of COSEP in the eyes of the population 

because this is the number one expectation towards the canal (Córdoba, 2013; El Nuevo 

Diario, 2014a). Likewise, COSEP’s insisting that the canal will bring development to the 

local industries through linkages and spillovers (Ortega Ramírez, 2015), may even be the 

reason that 80% of the population believes that the canal will bring them some to many 

benefits (El Nuevo Diario, 2014a). COSEP has also expressed concerns for the environment, 

which is the primary concern of the general public in regard to the canal (Aburto, 2015e). 

Thereby further aligning its stakeholder claim with what appear to be the primary interests 

and concerns of the Nicaraguan population.  

 

COSEP and the CNC, however, appear to be divided on the importance of the number of jobs 

going to Nicaraguan workers, as the CNC has demanded the employment of Nicaraguans. 

Through the Advisory Committee, Benjamín Lanzas, president of the CNC and representative 

of COSEP, has obtained promises by HKND that the canal will employ more Nicaraguan 

labor than initially anticipated (Vásquez, 2014). However, the number of Nicaraguan 

employees is diminishing (El Nuevo Diario, 2014d; Ortega Ramírez, 2015) and the president 

of COSEP does not appear to be overly concerned with the dwindling numbers of 

Nicaraguans employed,  

in the case of Nicaragua, we have always said that we do not have the capacity 

nor the companies or the workers to be able to develop a megaproject of this 
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magnitude, this we have said from the first day, and for this reason this type of 

projects are going to need to hire foreign labor (José Adan Aguerri in Ortega 

Ramírez, 2015, para. 11)33. 

  

These examples appear to indicate that COSEP is able to influence HKND significantly; 

however, it is important to note that members of the Advisory Committee cannot vote on 

decisions made in the Canal Commission. This highlights the fact that HKND and the Canal 

Commission are under no legal obligations to fulfill their promises to COSEP, and the 

industry association’s power in regard to the canal project will therefore be revealed when the 

construction is underway (i.e. COSEP is considered relatively powerful if compensations are 

paid for expropriated land, the linkages and spillovers to Nicaraguan industries are occurring, 

and Nicaraguans are employed in the construction of the canal).  

 

On the dimension of urgency, in regard to the claims of number of Nicaraguan workers, the 

significant alterations in the number of Nicaraguan jobs generated during the canal’s 

construction have been met with acceptance rather than protest (cf. quote above), indicating 

that this claim is neither time sensitive nor critical to the stakeholder group. Nonetheless, the 

claim regarding protection of private property and the processes of expropriations appear to 

be of high criticality for the stakeholder group as attention has been continuously drawn to 

this point from the filing of the lawsuit against the canal concession to meetings of the 

Advisory Committee with HKND and the Canal Commission. Although urgency has been 

difficult to define as the point of actually buying up property and expropriating property has 

been postponed to the fall of 2015 (due to the delayed EIAS and following assessment period 

by the National Assembly), this stakeholder’s claim in regard to private property and the 

involvement of local industries is considered to be highly critical to the private sector.  

 

In sum, the private sector is considered a dependent stakeholder (see figure 4), though this 

may change to a definitive stakeholder if the sector’s four claims are met. This would be the 

case, as compliance with the four claims is considered to indicate that COSEP is able to 

influence both the Canal Commission and HKND, thereby wielding higher levels of influence 

on the ultimate decision-makers (i.e. HKND and the Canal Commission).  
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 Centro	Nicaragüense	de	Derechos	Humanos	(Nicaraguan	Center	for	Human	Rights)	

The Nicaraguan Center for Human Rights [CENIDH] is an organization founded in 1990 that 

focuses on promoting and protecting human rights in Nicaragua (Cenidh, 2011). This thesis 

argues that CENIDH functions primarily as an amplifier of other stakeholder groups’ claims, 

as individuals and organizations report violations of their rights to this organization – which 

in turn helps them assess whether or not they have a case and even provides support in filing 

of law suits. Additionally, CENIDH has facilitated contact to international organizations on 

behalf of other Nicaraguan NGOs and the indigenous communities (for examples, see Aburto, 

2014e, 2015a), thereby facilitating a possible amplification of their power over the canal 

based on the outcome of pressure put on the Nicaraguan government by these international 

organizations (which include Amnesty International, the IACHR, and the UN High 

Commissioner  Aburto, January 7, 2015).  

 

Assessing CENIDH as a stakeholder, the mere number of human rights violations reported to 

CENIDH speaks to the legitimacy of the center: 3,833 cases were brought before CENIDH in 

2014 alone (Aburto, 2015f). In addition to this, CENIDH supports the many protests against 

the canal. The fact that thousands of people were partaking in those protests from the fall of 

2014 through the end of the data collection phase (August 2015) in spite of police brutality 

and arrests bears witness to the center’s legitimacy among the Zone of Expropriations. In 

terms of the general population, those human rights violations concerned with police brutality 

and expropriations are broadly supported based on the high rejection of forced expropriations 

(91.3% according to Aburto, 2015e). However, CENIDH’s support of protests may also be 

taking from the center’s legitimacy, as 44.6% of poll respondents have indicated that they do 

not support the protests compared to 44.2% supporting them (Córdoba, 2015). Nonetheless, 

this thesis argues that the sheer number of cases brought before CENIDH annually indicates 

that the center enjoys high levels of legitimacy as perceived by the Nicaraguan population.  

 

In terms of power, CENIDH has previously had a good relationship with the first lady as the 

two have helped each other on several occasions. However, when representatives of CENIDH 

came to inquire about the number of detained protesters who were hurt or sick in the prisons, 

the first lady refused to attend to them;  
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CENIDH’s team was waiting for more than an hour for Murillo to attend to them. 

According to Nuñez [President of CENIDH, ed.], an organization for human 

rights must analyze the context and in that moment “the most important thing was 

to save the lives of the detainees that were hurt or sick. On other occasions she 

(Murillo) has turned to us and us to her to solve some problems” (López, 2014c, 

para. 7)34. 

Thereby indicating that CENIDH may have enjoyed higher levels of influence on matters not 

pertaining to the canal. In contrast, CENIDH has facilitated the connection between national 

stakeholders and international entities, which may lead to influence on the canal project, as 

the outcome of these connections had not yet manifested by the conclusion of the data 

collection process. Therefore, it is possible that CENIDH may facilitate institutional power to 

other stakeholders (pending the decision by the IACHR).  

 

Additionally, the urgency of CENIDH’s claim is palpable considering that CENIDH has 

helped file more than 2,500 suits of violations of civil rights as a result of the canal project 

(2,526 of 3,833 cases brought before CENIDH) (Aburto, 2015f). Moreover, Vilma Nuñez, 

president of CENIDH, stated that this fight is just and true, as rarely seen in Nicaragua for a 

long time (Hernández Núñez, 2015, para. 8)35, thereby indicating the high criticality ascribed 

to its claim by CENIDH. Moreover, the center has partaken in the organization of protests, 

contacted several international organizations, and filed suits at the IACHR (Confidencial 

Digital, 2015; Martínez & Edición Digital, 2015), which underscores the urgency of the claim 

as perceived by CENIDH. 

 

In conclusion, CENIDH is primarily considered an amplifier of other stakeholder groups’ 

salience. Yet when considered a stakeholder, the center is currently considered a dependent 

stakeholder (see Figure 4). Although this may change when the IACHR makes a decision on 

the cases presented before the commission in March 2015.  

 

 

 Political	Opposition	

The political opposition in Nicaragua is represented by the PLI and the Sandinista Renovation 

Movement36 [MRS]. They are the two most outspoken parties of those not in government 
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(other political parties had made one or two statements), which is why they have been chosen 

to represent the political opposition. MRS is not currently in the National Assembly as they 

were excluded from participating in the national elections, while PLI – the biggest opposing 

party of the National Assembly – holds 23 of the 92 seats (Asamblea Nacional, 2016). 

 

According to Carlos Denton, from CID Gallup, whose 

attention was drawn to the fact that the country has no opposition figure or group 

that is valued by the population. In fact, the survey shows that the former 

presidential candidate and self-proclaimed opposition leader, Eduardo 

Montealegre [of PLI, ed.], has very low support among the respondents of only 

17%, while the unfavorable opinion amounts to 53% (Salinas Maldonado, 2015, 

para. 15)37. 

This statement is based on a national poll and serves as a clear indicator of the political 

opposition’s low level of legitimacy.  

 

Likewise, the power of the political opposition appears to be relatively low vis-à-vis the canal 

because FSLN currently occupies 62 of the 92 seats in the National Assembly (Asamblea 

Nacional, 2016). Not only does this mean that FSLN can push through the laws that it wishes 

regardless of whether or not the opposition supports the law; it can also reject the law 

proposals presented by the opposition. This was, for example, the case with the proposed 

repeal of Law 840, which FSLN immediately rejected (Álvarez, 2014b). Thus, the current 

position of the political opposition vis-à-vis the canal is rather weak, albeit this may change 

with the national elections scheduled for November 6, 2016 (Cruz, 2015).  

 

In contrast, the urgency of the political opposition’s claim is time sensitive and critical. This 

is evidenced by MRS-members’ active participation in protests against the canal and widely 

supports the efforts by the demonstrators (López, 2014b). Additionally, the proposed repeal of 

Law 840 and the suit of unconstitutionality filed by PLI indicate the urgency of this 

stakeholder group’s claim against the canal. These activities may also be considered an 

attempt to boost the parties’ legitimacy among the general population, through protesting 

Ortega’s uncontested influence. 
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In sum, the political opposition is categorized as a demanding stakeholder (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 Consejo	 Nacional	 en	 La	 Defensa	 de	 Tierra,	 el	 Lago	 y	 la	 Soberanía	 (The	 National	

Council	on	the	Defense	of	Land,	Lake	and	Sovereignty)	

The Consejo Nacional en la Defensa de Tierra, el Lago & la Soberanía [Consejo] is the 

primus motor behind various protests that have taken place against the canal. The movement’s 

raison d’etre is the fight against the canal concession… [and its, ed.] goal is to repeal the 

Law 840 (Law of the Canal) (Buitrago Aguilar, 2015, para. 8)38. Even though the Consejo’s 

agenda may sound political, the movement’s coordinator, Octavio Ortega, insists that we are 

not seeking public office, our main concern is sovereignty (Buitrago Aguilar, 2015, para. 9)39. 

 

The Consejo can be argued to both hold and lack legitimacy: on the one hand, the support and 

widespread participation in the protests against the canal may be an indicator of support for 

the movement’s claim (see chapter 5.1). On the other hand, the continued support for the 

canal is an indication that the general public does not support the Consejo’s claim (of 

repealing the canal concession). However, the decreasing support for the canal project may be 

an indication of more of the general public opposing the canal and thereby supporting the 

Consejo’s stakeholder claim. Nonetheless, the fact that many members of the Consejo are also 

members of NGOs or CSOs may help elevate the legitimacy of the movement; Octavio 

Ortega is head of the Consejo, member of Fundemurix, and spokesperson for the non-

indigenous communities of the Zone of Expropriations who oppose the canal project. Thus 

the Consejo, in its own right, does not appear to enjoy great legitimacy from the general 

public; although this may be elevated through coalitions with other stakeholder groups from 

the civil society, or by the potential uproar resulting from the impending expropriations (cf. 

predictions by Vanderbildt University in Aburto, 2015e; Álvarez Alvarado, 2014). 

 

In terms of influence over the canal (power), the demonstrations protesting the canal do not 

appear to have wielded significant influence over the canal – the impediments to the 

construction appear to have been related to financial concerns. This argument is based on the 

                                                
ix NGO with statements in fewer than 30 articles. 
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lightening trip made to China by a delegation of the Nicaraguan government during which 

they asked for money (Enríquez, 2015).  

 

In comparison to the salience attributes of legitimacy and power, there is no doubt that the 

Consejo considers its stakeholder claim to be highly urgent;  

we must break with the ‘caudillismo’ [warlords turned political leaders, ed.] and 

‘dedazos’x to give way to real democratic processes and [we] urge for the 

leaderships to be [centered] “around the interests of citizens and not on political 

parties and party leaders”(declaration by the Consejo referred to and cited in 

Buitrago Aguilar, 2015, para. 3)40. 

  

Based on this analysis, the Consejo is considered to lie on the border between being a 

demanding and a dependent stakeholder (see Figure 4). Considering that the support for the 

canal is currently greater than the opposition to the canal, one may argue that the Consejo is 

currently a demanding stakeholder. Regardless, recent trends have shown a decrease in 

support for the canal, which may lead to increased levels of legitimacy for the movement – in 

which case the Consejo would then be considered a dependent stakeholder. Thus, the analysis 

of this stakeholder group exhibits the difficulties applying strict categories to a dynamic 

context.  

 

Conclusively, Figure 4, sums up the position of the individual stakeholder groups in regard to 

the canal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
x when somebody is appointed to public office with no regard to democratic processes 
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 Reflections	on	the	Stakeholder	Salience	Model		

In the analysis, I have answered the question of which stakeholders have salient claims to the 

Canal and analyzed their salience based on three attributes: legitimacy, power, and urgency. 

As reflected in the analysis, the concepts of power and legitimacy have proved problematic to 

apply to an empirical context.  

 

First, the attribute of power has been particularly difficult to assess in relation to the private 

sector, which serves as an example of the difficulties researchers may experience when 

linking theoretical concepts (such as power) to empirical data. Specifically, assessing 

institutional influence over others becomes difficult as direct indicators may not be explicit, 

nor occur simultaneously. The concept of power in the stakeholder salience model originally 

entails ‘compulsory power’. However, this concept does not define the many ways in which 

societal actors may impact a project, and the model was therefore extended to include 

‘institutional power’ (section 3.2.1). Meanwhile, institutional power is a complex theoretical 

concept, which has proven difficult to apply to empirical situations granted to the diffuse and, 
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often, delayed implications of power exercised through institutions (as exemplified by these 

stakeholder groups: Zone of Expropriations, Grupo Cocibolca, the private sector, CENIDH). 

Nonetheless, these stakeholders would have appeared relatively ‘powerless’ from the point of 

view of compulsory power, which in turn would have omitted the importance of stakeholders’ 

coalitions and interactions with other entities in order to amplify their salience. 

 

Second, the concept of legitimacy has proven complex, due to the nature of the data available 

on the general public’s opinion on the eight stakeholder groups examined. Particularly, the 

Canal Commission, HKND, the political opposition and the Consejo showcase the illusive 

nature of the concept. This could have been circumvented by working with legitimacy as a 

contract-based phenomenon (as suggested by Cornell and Shapiro, 1987 or Hill and Jones, 

1992, both in Mitchell et al., 1997). However, this definition would introduce a bias favoring 

power to the salience model, which is why Mitchell and colleagues (Mitchell et al., 1997) 

argue for the broader definition of legitimacy.  

 

Finally, CENIDH represents a remarkable entity in regard to stakeholder theory, as 

amplification of other stakeholder’s salience is a characteristic of roles played by the 

government in the extended stakeholder theory (explored in section 6.2). In terms of the 

salience model, salience amplification is considered to occur through coalitions between 

different stakeholder groups, yet in the case of CENIDH, coalitions do not occur in the form 

of mergers. Additionally, CENIDH does not wield power in the traditional sense  

(compulsory power is traditional to the stakeholder salience model), but rather constitutes a 

link to international institutions – thereby highlighting the importance of expanding the 

concept of power in the stakeholder salience model to include broader definitions, such as 

institutional power by Barnett and Duvall (2005), as has been done in this thesis. Thus, 

CENIDH functions more as an amplifier of other stakeholders’ salience as an individual 

stakeholder – a role which is not captured by the stakeholder salience model.  

 

 

6. Discussion:	The	Government’s	Role	in	the	Canal	Project	

The following two sections of the discussion will first discuss the role(s) played by the 

Nicaraguan government in relation to the canal (6.1) and in relation to the stakeholders of the 
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analysis (6.2). Specifically, section 6.2 will discuss the government’s impact on the salience 

of these stakeholders, thereby integrating the extended stakeholder theory and stakeholder 

salience model.  

 

 

 Beyond	the	Stakeholder	Salience	Model:	The	Four	Roles	of	Government	

By virtue of the analysis, a profound understanding of the actors at play in Nicaraguan society 

and their role in relation to the canal project has been created; thereby laying the fundament 

for the exploration of the government’s role in regard to the canal. As Dahan et al. (2015) 

have made clear, governments may play four different roles in a society, and therefore 

governments cannot be analyzed in the stakeholder salience model as this would equate 

ascribing the government status of a stakeholder rather than recognizing its special status (e.g. 

as the executive body of society). Recalling Dahan and colleagues’ (2015) framework of 

extended stakeholder theory, the four roles a government may play are: 1) regular 

stakeholder, 2) legal framework, 3) interfering, or 4) advocate. When the government plays 

the role of a regular stakeholder, the canal will treat the government’s requirements (i.e. the 

laws and regulations) as it treats all other stakeholders’ claims, the canal then weighs these 

claims against each other and strikes a balance between them. Thus, the government’s 

requirements become negotiable – a phenomenon which most frequently occurs in developing 

countries where governments are in desperate need of the jobs and tax income that may be 

generated by the canal (Dahan et al., 2015). In contrast, the government – in the role of a legal 

framework - will not interact with the canal but rather constitute the legal framework and 

ensure that all players play by the rules.  

 

The reader will recall from section 3.3 that the ultimate decision is made by the canal in 

scenarios where the government plays either of these first two roles (Dahan et al., 2015). In 

the following two scenarios, this is changed, and a government entity becomes the ultimate 

decision-maker: when a government plays the role of an interfering government, it will 

attempt to steer the economy in the ‘right’ direction through public policy based on where it 

finds the general interest to lie (Dahan et al., 2015). Meanwhile, a government operating in 

the role of advocate is attempting to influence another government entity in its decision-

making. This other government entity may, for example, be a supra-national or regional entity 
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(such as the UN and the OEA), or it may be a municipal or autonomous government within 

the national boundaries (such as the government of the RAAS) (Dahan et al., 2015). 

Subsequently, I will discuss which, if any, of the roles the Nicaraguan government assumes 

vis-à-vis the canal, which is followed by a discussion of how the government employs these 

roles in relation to the stakeholders identified in the analysis above (chapter 5).    

 

On the one hand, one may argue that the government assumes the role of regular stakeholder 

based on the fact that the concession granted HKND violates at least 24 articles of the 

Nicaraguan constitution; for example, Ley del Agua (Law on the Water), which ensures the 

protection of Lake Cocibolca as the biggest source of fresh water (Aburto, 2014a; Chamorro, 

2013). Moreover, the National Assembly only had two days to process a proposed piece of 

law that was written by lawyers rather than members of the assembly (Aguilar, 2014). Also, 

the Presidential Advisor on Environmental Matters, Dr. Jaime Incer Barquero, was not invited 

to advise on the canal concession. A concession which was similar to another law from 2012 

(Law 800), with one major exception: in Law 800 the Nicaraguan government owned 51% of 

the canal – as per the canal concession (Law 840), the Nicaraguan government will now own 

1% per year of operations (i.e. 10% after 10 years, 50% after 50 years, etc.) (Chamorro, 

2013). Coupling these examples with the socio-economic situation of Nicaragua (section 2.1), 

it appears that several of the government’s laws have been negotiated, thereby indicating that 

the Nicaraguan government holds the role of a regular stakeholder vis-à-vis the canal. 

According to Dahan et al. (2015), governments most frequently play the role of regular 

stakeholders in developing countries – a generalization which also appears appropriate in the 

Nicaraguan case.  

 

On the other hand, the approval of law 840 and granting the concession to Wang Jing on June 

14, 2013 (Enríquez, 2013a), may also be seen as an indication that the government is 

attempting to steer the economy in the ‘right’ direction (i.e. assuming the role of an 

interfering government). An interpretation which is supported by the Secretary of National 

Policies of the Republic, Paul Oquist, who stated that this canal will transform the country 

and contribute to overcoming extreme poverty, double the gross domestic product, the 

government budget, and of course transform private businesses (Rivas, 2013, para. 4)41. 

Government officials have, on several occasions, made reference to the canal as the way for 
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Nicaragua to overcome extreme poverty (Aburto, 2014b; Espinoza Flores, 2014; Kong & 

Morales, 2014); in Nicaragua we have a government, headed by Daniel and Rosario, that 

seeks to really solve the primary problems of Nicaragua: the unemployment and the extreme 

poverty (Paul Oquist in Martínez & Edición Digital, 2015)42, thereby further supporting the 

interpretation that the passing of Law 840 and granting the concession to HKND was the 

government interfering through public policy and steering the country in the direction of 

development.  

 

Another example of such interference may have occurred when the government decided to 

move the responsibility of assessing the EIAS from the Ministry of Environment and Natural 

Resources43 [MARENA] to the Canal Commission and simultaneously changed the time 

frame for this assessment from the traditional eight months to two weeks (Álvarez M., 

2014a). However, this can also be seen as further examples of the Nicaraguan government 

attempting to accommodate to the wishes of HKND’s wishes in order to ensure the realization 

of the canal project, in which case the government is acting as a ‘regular stakeholder’. This 

underscores Dahan et al.’s (2015) argument that developing country governments are often 

pressed to concede to large international corporations’ desires to keep their investments in the 

recipient country. 

 

Nonetheless, the route chosen for the canal construction is not the cheapest road (La Voz Del 

Sandinismo, 2014b), which may indicate that the Nicaraguan government is an interfering 

government. Thus, it may be an indication of the government attempting to balance the social 

interests of the nation as the selected (and slightly modified route) is supposed to have a 

smaller negative social and environmental impact – which is also why the airport and the 

harbor have been moved further inland and away from the communities (La Voz Del 

Sandinismo, 2014b).  

 

Nevertheless, according to La Prensa and El Confidencial (Aburto, 2014d; Vásquez, ACAN-

EFE, & AFP, 2013; Vásquez, 2013), HKND chose the canal route and not the Nicaraguan 

government. Furthermore, the firm did so without the information from the feasibility studies, 

which indicate that the firm does not rely on the government but operates rather 

independently – a condition which the Nicaraguan government must accept, as Nicaragua, on 
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its own, does not have the resources to develop a project of this magnitude (Paul Oquist in 

Vásquez, 2013)44. This is underscored by Wang Jing, as he stated I am the man who marks the 

course (Maldonado, 2013, para. 1)45, and further by the lightning visit that three 

representatives of the Nicaraguan state made to China 15 months later to ask for money from 

Wang Jing (Enríquez, 2015, title) in order to pay compensation to the more than seven 

thousand families expropriated from their properties along the canal route. These examples 

indicate that the government fills the role of a ‘regular stakeholder’ in regard to the canal. 

 

However, Oquist (Nicaraguan Secretary of National Policies of the Republic), stated that the 

final route would not be agreed upon before the feasibility studies were turned in (Maldonado, 

2013), thereby indicating that the Nicaraguan government may still influence the decisions 

being made regarding the canal. This, in turn, may indicate that the government is either 

considered a salient stakeholder by HKND (which is why the firm listens to the government’s 

claims), or that the government is steering the construction of the canal project as a public 

policy (interfering government).  

 

Additionally, the Nicaraguan government may also be considered an advocate government in 

several situations. For one, the government suggested that the Canal Commission (another 

government entity) create the Advisory Committee, which includes two delegates from 

COSEP, one representative of the American Chamber of Commerce in Nicaragua, one 

delegate from the National Council of Universities46, and one delegate representing the 

organizations concerned for the environment (Rivas, 2013). This committee was formed on 

November 7, 2013 (Rivas, 2013). Furthermore, on August 19, 2014, the Nicaraguan 

government presented the canal project to the institution Procuraduría para la Defensa de los 

Derechos Humanos, which is a Nicaraguan, UN-approved institution for the protection of 

human rights (Reyes, 2014). A presentation to which the institution responded that the canal 

will be a canal that unites the people” and “be a source of immense happiness (Reyes, 

2014)47. Following this pattern, the Nicaraguan government also solicited advice from an 

organization under the Ramsar Conventionxi regarding compliance with environmental 

standards.  

                                                
xi “The Ramsar Convention, is an intergovernmental treaty that provides the framework for national action and 
international cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources”  www.ramsar.org  
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It is noteworthy that the government in two above-mentioned instances solicited the advice of 

these governmental entities voluntarily because the last instance in which the government 

acted as an advocate was in relation to the IACHR. In this regard, a number of CSOs filed a 

suit against the Nicaraguan government for violating indigenous communities’ rights 

(Martínez & Edición Digital, 2015). The dispute has not been settled as within the timeframe 

of this thesis, but this stance indicates that the government may be locked in an advocate 

position for a while.  

 

Considering that a basic premise for the government to fill the role of legal framework, is that 

the government does not interact with the canal project, this thesis maintains that the only of 

Dahan et al.’s (2015) four roles that the government does not adopt is that of legal framework.  

Thus, the government assumes the role of a regular stakeholder vis-à-vis the canal from a 

business perspective (HKND), while also playing the roles of interfering government, and 

advocate government vis-à-vis other government entities. The fact that the government plays 

multiple roles within the Extended Stakeholder Theory framework emphasizes the complexity 

level of societal interactions, and facilitates an amendment to Dahan et al.’s (2015) 

framework: governments may play many roles at once or changing roles over time or 

depending on the context and presenting them as four separate options therefore seems too 

stringent. However, this thesis maintains that the framework remains a good complement to 

the stakeholder salience model, though future researchers should be aware of the snapshot 

image they provide, and I therefore recommend employing these models when longitudinal 

data is available so as to incorporate the highly dynamic and complex aspects of the contexts 

in which they conduct research.  

 

Thus, the situation in Nicaragua is rather complex, and it is therefore hardly a surprise to find 

that the role of the FSLN-led government is equally so: the government appears to be 

assuming up to three roles (regular stakeholder, interfering and advocate government) at 

varying times. But what does this mean for the other actors of the Nicaraguan society? If the 

government does, in fact, play the role of advocate, then how does that affect the 

representation of the other stakeholders’ interests? Does the government represent their 

interests equally?  These questions will be answered subsequently. 
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 Integrating	 Theoretical	 Insights:	 The	 Nicaraguan	 Government	 as	 Amplifier	 and	

Moderator	of	Stakeholder	Salience	

The previous section identified three roles assumed by the Nicaraguan government (regular 

stakeholder, interfering government, advocate government). According to Dahan et al. (2015), 

a government embodying the roles of interfering and advocate governments may further use 

its position to amplify or reduce salience of other stakeholders. This section will explore 

whether and how the Nicaraguan government uses its own salience to amplify and/or reduce 

the salience of the stakeholders identified in the analysis.  

 

The Nicaraguan government actively amplifies and reduces salience of other stakeholders. 

The amplification efforts are primarily centered around HKND, which may be explained by 

the government’s dependence on the company for the realization of the canal. In contrast, the 

reduction of stakeholder salience is primarily aimed at critics of the canal (scientists, 

environmental NGOs, and Zone of Expropriations). Nonetheless, the government is also – 

perhaps inadvertently – at risk of reducing salience of the Canal Commission, and increasing 

salience of those in the Zone of Expropriations.   

 

This amplification of stakeholder salience can happen directly and indirectly. The Nicaraguan 

Private Secretary for National Policies of the President, Paul Oquist, directly amplifies 

salience of HKND when he highlights how responsible HKND is for paying for all feasibility 

and impact studies; Nicaragua has not put down a single real [Nicaraguan currency, ed.] on 

the contracts for those companies. All the risk of the feasibility studies has been assumed by 

HKND (Paul Oquist in Prado Reyes, 2013, para. 6)48. Another example is from November 

2014, when Paul Oquist explained how HKND chose route four (of six proposed routes) 

because this route has the smallest impact on the environment and local communities (La Voz 

Del Sandinismo, 2014b). Paul Oquist underscores the good intentions of HKND by 

highlighting that the chosen route is not the cheapest one, but the one with optimum social 

and environmental benefits, and that the route has been further modified to minimize the 

negative impact (La Voz Del Sandinismo, 2014b).  

 

In terms of the indirect amplification of HKND’s salience, this thesis argues that the close 

alignment of the messages communicated about the canal by the government and HKND 
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accentuate the concessionaire’s message and legitimacy. It is interesting to note that this close 

partnership at times appears to reduce the salience of the Canal Commission: in October 

2013, the head of the Canal Commission, Manuel Coronel Kautz, stated that he did not know 

the price of the EIAS conducted by ERM and that this price was only known by the 

government, HKND and ERM (Enríquez, 2013b). Keeping the price of the EIAS seems at 

odds with the commission’s explicit purpose of representing […]the State of the Republic of 

Nicaragua in the creation and establishment of a company for the construction and operation 

of the Grand Canal in Nicaragua (Ortega Saavedra, 2012, art. 1)49. If the government is, in 

fact, reducing the Canal Commission’s salience when keeping such information from the 

commission, then this reflects one of the risks inadvertent to the role of the government as 

advocate as presented by Dahan et al. (2015). Specifically, governments acting as advocates 

may decrease legitimacy of the government making the final decisions (Dahan et al., 2015). 

Another such incident occurred in January, 2014, when Coronel Kautz stated that the 

construction of the canal would commence by the last trimester of 2014 or early 2015; while 

HKND and the Nicaraguan government stated that construction would begin in December 

2014 (EFE, 2014a).  

 

Curiously, in explicitly highlighting the benefits to the environment of the modified route, the 

government can also be said to amplify the claims put on the canal in regard to the 

environment. Specifically, when the government emphasizes that modifications to the canal 

route have been made in response to concerns regarding the environmental and social impact, 

it de facto validates the social and environmental concerns. Thus amplifying legitimacy of 

those stakeholder groups concerned with these two aspects (i.e. Zone of Expropriations, 

Grupo Cocibolca, CENIDH, and the Consejo).  

 

Nonetheless, the government undoes any amplification through significantly reducing any 

concerns for the environment and the social impact by emphasizing that everybody will be 

better off than what they were before (Paul Oquist in Reyes, 2014, para. 3)50 the canal 

construction. Moreover, Coronel Kautz stated that he doesn’t know any serious scientists that 

have questioned the proposed [canal] (Enríquez, 2013b, para. 12)51 and that nobody is 

worried about the expropriations, on the contrary, the people is delighted.. it is very clear to 

them that they will be winning: these 15 demonstrations are to get a little bit more (Coronel 
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Kautz in Aburto, 2014d, para. 25)52. These statements were not contested by the government 

even though it has amended Coronel Kautz’s statements on other occasions (e.g. in terms of 

the wrong date for beginning the canal construction). Rather, the government shares this 

attitude; There is a degree of bad intentions among some organizers towards our people 

whom have some real concerns which will be overcome as the project is advancing and the 

people sees the benefits of this canal (Edwin Castro, Chief Whip of FSLN, in Álvarez & 

Rothschuh, June 16, 2015, para. 2)53. Thus, this thesis argues that the government is actively 

trying to undermine the legitimacy of the protest organizers while also stating that the 

protesters are being manipulated or tricked into protesting. Further adding to this claim is the 

fact that no members or representatives of the Zone of Expropriations are on the Advisory 

Committee for the canal project (Rivas, 2013).  

 

In addition to explicitly undermining the protests, the government also does so by, sometimes 

indirectly, villainizing the protesters of the canal. For example, the government has ordered 

police and military road blocks to prevent or hinder more protesters from joining the protests 

(Duarte Perez, 2014; Rothschuh, Duarte, & Álvarez M., 2015); and HKND’s engineers 

received military escort when conducting fieldwork along the canal route (e.g. Aburto, 

January 19, 2015). Also, the government organized for a donation of approximately 1,000 

sheets of zinc to arrive to the districts of Naciones Unidas, La Fonseca and Nueva Guinea on 

the day of a big protest (Rothschuh et al., 2015).  

 

Additionally, the government sent riot police to some villages in which villagers suspected 

that medical personnel was conducting undercover land and population census on behalf of 

either HKND or the government (Aburto, 2015c):  

When has there ever been more than four police men and a doctor in Puerto 

Principe? […] There are like a hundred riot police, and a few days ago around 

eighty doctors came and asked us about the canal  

(Reynaldo González Blandón, villager, in Aburto, 2015c, para. 1)54; 

They come with pills and trick people by saying that they are doctors, but then we 

realized that they aren’t anything. They come to the houses asking for ID 

numbers, asking how many people live there and how much land we have. When 

have doctors ever come protected by police and military? Never  
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(Cecilio Álvarez, villager, in Aburto, 2015c, para. 3)55. 

This tendency of military involvement in political aspects may bring back memories of the 

Somoza dictatorship (chapter 2.2). Regardless, this thesis contends that the massive 

employment of military and police escorts and roadblocks demonstrate the government’s 

attempt to reduce the legitimacy of those stakeholder groups opposing the canal construction. 

Curiously, in La Prensa and El Confidencial these events are almost portrayed as president 

Daniel Ortega’s move towards dictatorship (e.g., La Prensa consistently writes “the 

unconstitutional president” and both newspapers have made references to the Somoza 

family’s harsh dictatorship).  

These frustrations echo those of the indigenous communities; representatives of these are 

frustrated because Telémaco Talavera on multiple occasions has ensured that all actions and 

negotiations are and will be conducted in compliance with the legal framework governing 

them (Álvarez M., 2015, para. 8)56. However, according to CALPI the events held by 

government in the villages to inform them of the canal project and answer their questions can 

under no circumstances be called a free, prior and informed consult (Maria Luisa Acosta, 

from CALPI, in Álvarez M., 2015, para. 10)57. Thus sentiment is seconded by Soraya 

Acevedo, representative of the PLI in RAAS, they say that they abide by the rights of the 

villages [indigenous], but I don’t see how if we weren’t even consulted (Soraya Acevedo in 

Aburto, 2013, para. 14)58.  

 

Furthermore, this thesis argues that the government, led by President Ortega, sells the canal 

project as the only solution to the environmental problems which Lake Cocibolca already 

faces (e.g. in Espinoza Flores, 2014). In doing so, he attempts to dismiss concerns for the 

environment; the contamination of the lake is used “as a pretext” for stalling the construction 

of the canal (Daniel Ortega in Buitrago, 2014, para. 1)59. This dismissal effectively serves to 

undermine not only those stakeholder groups advocating on behalf of the environment, but 

also those scientists who have spoken critically about the canal in public. For example, the 

government abstained from asking Dr. Incer Barquero for his advice on the feasibility studies 

by HKND, even though he is the Presidential Advisor on Environmental Matters (ACAN-

EFE, 2014). One may, however, argue that this example is purely circumstantial. 
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Nonetheless, Dr. Montenegro Guillén claims that he was not re-elected as Director of CIRAxii 

as a direct result of FSLN-members pressuring the electoral committee and its members’ 

respective families (Aburto, 2014c). This latter example clearly underscores the argument that 

the government is 1) attempting to dismiss concerns for the environment, and 2) is doing so 

by attempting to either ignore the experts or remove them from positions of influence.    

 

Now, it may seem that the government is very intent on undermining all critics of the canal, 

yet the private sector, scientists and CSOs concerned for the environment are all represented 

on the Advisory Committee (created on November 7, 2013, cf. Rivas, 2013). This, in one act, 

amplifies the salience of these stakeholder groups, especially of the private sector, as Paul 

Oquist stresses the importance of its advice in regard to, for example, the process of 

transforming private enterprises (Rivas, 2013). However, it is important to notice that this 

committee was established in November 2013 and the majority of the attempts at reducing 

stakeholder salience of scientists and advocates for the environment have taken place 

following the creation of this committee. Moreover, those stakeholder groups concerned with 

the social impact of the canal are not represented in the committee, which one may find 

surprising considering the indigenous communities’ autonomous status in Nicaragua (and 

their active participation in the Contra War).  

 

Additionally, it is worth noting that the salience reducing efforts of the government appear to 

have increased significantly as critique of the canal intensified among stakeholders of the 

canal (e.g. through mobilizing protestors for the wave of demonstrations against the canal 

which began in the fall of 2014).  

 

Thus, we are seeing the Nicaraguan government assuming different roles as a stakeholder and 

amplifying and reducing the salience of other stakeholders. This amplification and reduction 

of stakeholders’ salience can be done both explicitly and implicitly. While the amplification 

has primarily been centered around HKND, the reduction has primarily focused on those 

advocating for the environment (Grupo Cocibolca and the Consejo) and those living in the 

Zone of Expropriations. Direct amplification was employed, for example, through actively 

                                                
xii Center of Investigation of Aquatic Resources, in Spanish Centro para la Investigación de los Recursos 
Acuáticos (CIRA) 
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showcasing HKND’s ‘responsibility’ of paying for the feasibility studies and choosing the 

route with the lowest environmental and social impact, and by highlighting the need for 

COSEP’s advice on the transformation of the private sector. Meanwhile, indirect 

amplification came in the form of, for example, the close alignment of messages 

communicated by HKND and the government. At times, this alignment appeared to be closer 

than that of the Canal Commission and the government, which in turn may have decreased the 

legitimacy of the Canal Commission. Thereby exemplifying how intricate the web of salience 

amplification and reduction is; when the government amplifies the salience of one it may, 

inadvertently, amplify or reduce that of another stakeholder at the same time.  

 

In conclusion, the discussion has presented a theoretical integration of the stakeholder 

salience model and the extended stakeholder theory, thereby addressing the previously 

identified gap in stakeholder literature (section 3.2).  As is evident from the case of the 

Nicaragua, governments can take on different roles which are not captured by the stakeholder 

salience model, and may act as an amplifier or moderator of other stakeholders’ salience. On 

a practical level, this highlights the complex nature of stakeholder salience related to the 

canal; while it at a theoretical level, underlines the importance of integrating a discussion of 

government roles into the salience model: As was shown in the analysis, CENIDH also 

assumes this role, and this thesis therefore argues that an addition to the salience model seems 

appropriate. This stakeholder type, or role, will – as the silent stakeholder presented by Davila 

et al. (2015) – lie outside of the three rings, yet still impact salience of other stakeholders.  

 

 

7. Conclusions	
This thesis has explored who constitute salient stakeholders of the interoceanic canal set to be 

built in Nicaragua, as well as the Nicaraguan government’s role vis-à-vis the canal and its 

stakeholders. The two most salient stakeholders are the Canal Commission and HKND, as 

these are definitive stakeholders. Nonetheless, Grupo Cocibolca, CENIDH, and the private 

sector are all dependent stakeholders; however, they may all become definitive stakeholders 

pending the outcome of the case before the IACHR and the construction of the canal, 

respectively. The stakeholder group labeled Zone of Expropriations is also considered a 

dependent stakeholder, which may also have increased power if the IACHR rules in favor of 
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this group. Nonetheless, this stakeholder group may also turn into many silent stakeholders if 

the Nicaraguan government is successful in dividing the group through individual 

compensation negotiations. The Consejo can be considered to lie on the border between 

demanding and dependent stakeholders. Finally, the political opposition is considered a 

demanding stakeholder, as it currently neither enjoys legitimacy or much power; however, it 

will be interesting to review this position again after the 2016-elections. Thus, this thesis has 

contributed to the literature on the Nicaraguan canal by identifying important actors in the 

Nicaraguan society in relation to the canal. Hence, this thesis constitutes a stepping stone for 

further research on the canal and, for example, its consequences or development potential.  

 

In terms of the Nicaraguan government’s role vis-à-vis the canal and its stakeholders, this 

thesis argues that the canal assumes three roles of the four roles described in the extended 

stakeholder theory. That is, the government adopts the roles of a regular stakeholder, an 

advocate government and an interfering government. Moreover, the Nicaraguan government 

actively amplifies and reduces the salience of the canal’s stakeholder. The amplification 

efforts have been focused on HKND, while the direct reduction efforts have been centered 

around those advocating those advocating for the environment or against the expropriations.  

 

In terms of theoretical implications, this thesis has demonstrated that an integration of the 

stakeholder salience model and the extended stakeholder theory is appropriate when assessing 

megaprojects for development. Moreover, the analysis has demonstrated the complications 

involved in applying highly theoretical concepts, such as power and legitimacy, to empirical 

data. Meanwhile, the discussion of the government’s role revealed that governments can 

occupy several roles at once, and that salience amplification and reduction can occur both 

directly and indirectly. Thus, this thesis has contributed to stakeholder theory by addressing 

the identified gap in the literature: the role of the government.  
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Appendix	2	

STAKEHOLDER	GROUP	
NUMBER	OF	
STATEMENTS	

1.	ZONE	OF	EXPROPRIATIONS	 196	
NON-INDIGENOUS	COMMUNITIES	 151	
INDIGENOUS	COMMUNITIES	 45	

2.	CANAL	COMMISSION	 118	

3.	HKND	 114	

4.	GRUPO	COCIBOLCA	 91	
CENTRO	HUMBOLDT	 32	
FUNDACION	POPOL	NA	 24	
ACADEMIA	DE	CIENCIAS	NACIONAL	 10	
FUNDACION	DEL	RIO	 9	
CALPI	 4	
RED	LOCAL	 3	
FUNDENIC-SOS	 3	

5.	PRIVATE	SECTOR	 50	
CAMARA	DE	LA	CONSTRUCCION	NACIONAL	(CNC)	 26	
CONSEJO	SUPERIOR	DE	LA	EMPRESA	PRIVADA	(COSEP)	 24	

6.	CENIDH	 43	

7.	CONSEJO	 40	

8.	POLITICAL	OPPOSITION	 38	

PARTIDO	LIBERAL	INDEPENDIENTE	(PLI)	 22	

MOVIMIENTO	RENOVADOR	SANDINISTA	(MRS)	 16	
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Appendix	3	

                                                
1 […] la única manera realmente que tiene Nicaragua de poder hacer frente al tema de la 

pobreza con paso más rápido, que es lo que demanda el crecimiento de nuestro país (…) es el 

Canal 
2 ‘Acuerdo Marco de Concesión e Implementación con Relación a El Canal de Nicaragua y 

Proyectos de Desarrollo’ 
3 Partido Liberal Independiente 
4 ‘Estudio de Impacto Ambiental y Social’ 
5 […] sí recibe todo tipo de garantías del Estado nicaragüense, el cual, incluso, renuncia 

irrevocablemente a la inmunidad soberana ante el concesionario 
6 El derecho q que no le afecte ninguna norma legal de Nicaragua 
7 […] casi de un día a otro, como por arte de magia, y por sí mismos, llevarían al país a 

convertirse, de un país atrasado y pobre, en un país desarrollado y próspero 
8 […] ha hecho enormes y sostenidos esfuerzos por convertirse en una plataforma 

internacional de servicios financieros, y de transporte terrestre, vía carreteras y ferrocarriles 
9 Ningún megaproyecto sería la panacea para conseguir el progreso mientras tengamos una 

ciudadanía con bajo nivel de educación. Por más bonanzas económicas que traigan los 

proyectos, sin invertir fuertemente en la educación, el desarrollo económico seguirá siendo 

marginaI 
10 ‘Ley No. 840. Ley Especial para el desarrollo de infraestructura y transporte nicaragüense 

atingente al Canal, zonas de libre comercio e infraestructuras asociadas’ 
11 […] la falta de protección por parte de Nicaragua de los derechos de la comunidad sobre 

sus tierras ancestrales, y que la ratificación del Consejo Regional de la concesión otorgada 

se había dado sin su consentimiento, y no había tomado en cuenta los derechos territoriales 

de la comunidad 
12 Recurso por Inconstitucionalidad: 25 verdades sobre la Concesión del Canal Interoceánico 

de Nicaragua 
13 El derecho q que no le afecte ninguna norma legal de Nicaragua 
14 Nuestro Lago Cocibolca no es simplemente el lago tropical más grande en las Américas, 

sino que según la Ley 620 (Ley General de Aguas Nacionales), está considerado como la 

Reserva Estratégica de Agua Potable para Nicaragua 
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15 Nicaragua tiene la necesaria en el Gran Lago Cocibolca y no debe arriesgarla 
16 […] la seguridad hídrica esta intrínsecamente relacionada con la seguridad alimenticia, la 

salud pública y el desarrollo económico 
17 […] el 70.1% consideró que la construcción del canal “nos sacará de la pobreza” 
18 […] 2.8% de los nicaragüenses creen que la mega obra generará empleos 
19 […] 51% opina que ayudará al desarrollo económico del país. Sin embargo, los aspectos 

negativos han venido creciendo. 43.4% de los encuestados, es decir más de 4 de cada 10, 

mostraron preocupación por los daños ambientales que el Canal causaría. 
20 El público nicaragüense no está convencido de que el gobierno tiene el derecho de 

expropiar, ni siquiera en nombre del interés nacional, si los propietarios no están de acuerdo 
21 […] la aprobación del Canal en las personas que habitan en la supuesta ruta disminuyó 

ochos puntos porcentuales respecto a septiembre, cuando la opinión favorable marcada 50% 
22 […] cualquier proyecto que el Estado pretenda realizar en ese territorio no puede hacerlo 

al margen de las comunidades y pueblos indígenas 
23 En cuanto al mecanismo de la adquisición de las tierras, “se va a discutir con la 

comunidad, con las personas caso a caso, porque no se puede tener un precio estándar para 

propiedades que son totalmente diferentes”, explicó [Telémaco Talavera] 
24 […] nuestras familias tienen como 200 años de vivir en este lugar, y ahora que ya la 

comunidad tiene agua, estadio, escuela, iglesias, y hasta se está adoquinando sus calles, nos 

vengan a decir que nos vamos de aquí, y yo le aseguro que nadie quiere que lo vengan a 

sacar 
25 […] la entidad denominada Autoridad de El Gran Canal Interoceánico de Nicaragua, que 

representará al Estado de la Republica de Nicaragua en la creación y conformación de una 

Empresa para la construcción y operación de El Gran Canal de Nicaragua 
26 Nuestro interés fundamental es hacerlos públicos, de manera que podamos propiciar un 

diálogo abierto y generar una conciencia nacional sobre el nuevo contexto y los impactos de 

las obras 
27 […] los comentarios de los comisionados confirman internacionalmente las 

preocupaciones y objeciones que hemos planteado a nivel nacional 
28 […] lo que el Gobierno ha hecho “bajo ningún punto se puede llamar una consulta libre, 

previa e informada. Que aparezcan papeles firmados por la gente no cumple con el estándar 
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internacional de promoción y protección de los derechos humanos para los pueblos 

indígenas” 
29 Consejo Superior de la Empresa Privada 
30 Cámara Nacional de la Construcción 
31 los sectores productivos y de la salud 
32 Comité Técnico Asesor de la Comisión 
33 […] en el caso de Nicaragua siempre hemos dicho que no tenemos la capacidad ni las 

empresas, ni los trabajadores para poder desarrollar una obra de esta magnitud, esto lo 

hemos dicho desde el primer día, por eso se necesita que este tipo de proyectos van a 

necesitar una contratación de mano de obra extranjera 
34 El equipo del Cenidh estuvo esperando por más de una hora que Murillo los atendiera. 

Según Núñez, una organización de derechos humanos tiene que analizar el contexto y en este 

momento “lo más importante es salvar la vida de los detenidos que están golpeados y 

enfermos. En otros momentos ella (Murillo) ha recurrido a nosotros y nosotros a ella para 

solucionar algunos problemas” 
35 Esta lucha es justa y auténtica, como pocas veces se ha visto en Nicaragua en mucho 

tiempo 
36 Movimiento Renovador Sandinista 
37 A Carlos Denton, de Cid Gallup, le llamó la atención que en el país no haya una figura o 

grupo de oposición valorado por la población. De hecho, la encuesta muestra que el ex 

candidato presidencial y en otro tipo autollamado líder de la oposición, Eduardo 

Montealegre, cuenta con una opinión favorable baja entre los encuestados, de un 14% según 

el sondeo, mientras que la opinión desfavorable asciende al 53% 
38 […] génesis es la lucha contra la concesión canalera […] meta que se derogue la Ley 840 

(Ley del Canal) 
39 No estamos buscando cargos públicos, nuestro principal problema es de soberanía 
40 […] hay que romper con el caudillismo y “dedazos” para dar paso a verdaderos procesos 

democráticos e instan a que los liderazgos deben ser “en torno a los intereses de la 

ciudadanía y no en torno a los partidos políticos y sus cúpulas” 
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41 […] transformará al país y contribuirá a superar la pobreza extrema, a doblar el Producto 

Interno Bruto, el Presupuesto Gubernamental y por supuesto a transformar a la empresa 

privada 
42 […] en Nicaragua tenemos un gobierno, encabezado por Daniel y Rosario, que busca 

resolver de verdad los principales problemas de Nicaragua: el desempleo y la extrema 

pobreza 
43 Ministerio del Ambiente y los Recursos Naturales 
44 Nicaragua de por sí no tiene recursos para desarrollar un proyecto de esas magnitudes 
45 Soy el hombre que marca el rumbo 
46 Consejo Nacional de Universidades 
47 [… ] fuente de felicidad gigantesca[…] and […] un Canal que unirá a los pueblos 
48 Nicaragua no ha metido ni un solo real en los contratos de esas empresas. Todo el riesgo 

de estudio de factibilidad es asumido por HKND 
49 […] la entidad denominada Autoridad de El Gran Canal Interoceánico de Nicaragua, que 

representará al Estado de la República de Nicaragua en la creación y conformación de una 

Empresa para la construcción y operación de El Gran Canal de Nicaragua 
50 […] todo el mundo va a quedar mejor de lo que estuviera antes 
51 […] no conocía especialistas serios que hubiesen cuestionado la propuesta 
52 […] al contrario la gente está encantada… están clarísimas que van a salir ganando: esas 

15 marchas son para conseguir un poquito más 
53 Allí hay algún grado de malintención en algunos organizadores a gente de nuestro pueblo 

que tiene alguna preocupación real y que se va ir venciendo esto en la medida que vaya 

avanzando el proyecto y vayan sintiendo los beneficios de este canal 
54 ¿Cuándo en Puerto Príncipe ha habido más de cuatro policías y un médico? […] Andan 

como cien antimotines y hace días vinieron como ochenta médicos que nos preguntan del 

Canal 
55 Ellos vienen con una pastilla engañando a la gente, diciendo que son médicos, pero cuando 

nos dimos cuenta no son nada. Llegan a las casas pidiendo números de cédulas, preguntando 

cuántos viven y cuántas manzanas de tierras tenemos. ¿Cuándo han entrado médicos 

cuidados con Policía y Ejército? Nunca 
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56 […] todas las acciones y negociaciones son y serán realizadas respetando el marco legal 

que les rige 
57 […] bajo ningún punto se puede llamar una consulta libre, previa e informada 
58 Dicen que reinvindican derechos de los pueblos, pero no veo por dónde si ni siquiera 

fuimos consultados 
59 […] se está utilizando ‘como pretexto’ la contaminación del lago para detener la 

construcción del gran canal 


